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ABSTRACT
This empirical study explores how transgender athletic adults assigned female at birth narrate
their identities and experiences related to gender and sports participation. Using the methodology
of social science portraiture filtered through a lens of queer feminist theory, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with two trans men and three nonbinary participants. The participants
are diverse in terms of age (21 to 54), race (white, Asian American, and African American),
current primary sports interest (squash, CrossFit, powerlifting, baseball, and rock climbing), and
pronouns (he/him/his, ze/zir/zirs, and they/them/theirs). Media reports and extant research on
transgender athletes tend to recount bleak histories of exclusion, vitriol, and violence. Athletic
eligibility policies at all levels reflect transphobic unfounded assumptions as well as primary
concerns for cisgender (i.e., not transgender) athletes. This study’s findings show that
participants have overcome significant internal and external barriers in order to understand and
assert their unique trans identities, and their growth mindset and determination have facilitated
steep learning curves. Negotiating and embodying tension, these transgender recreational athletes
draw on resources useful for successful sports performance—such as strength, resilience,
cognitive abilities, and strategies of self-advocacy, picking their battles, and educating others—to
re-articulate gender-variant identities that challenge cisnormative binary discourse. This study’s
educational implications stem from its implicit critique not only of binary gender-segregated
sports but of all policies and practices that exclude, marginalize, or otherwise oppress
transgender and nonbinary people. Breaking free from binary-entrenched thinking will help
educators and coaches to support students of all genders.
Keywords: Transgender and nonbinary identities, Sports, Portraiture methodology, Queer theory
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Sports and gender, as social structures, are entwined in hegemonic binary discourse that
defines athletics as the domain of virile men whereas women—the so-called weaker sex—are
relegated to the metaphorical sidelines. Title IX of the 1972 Education Amendments created
ostensibly “separate but equal” opportunities for girls and women in scholastic and collegiate
athletics in the United States, but some scholars have criticized the division as sexist (e.g.,
McDonagh & Pappano, 2008). Few people in 1972 knew of the existence of transgender athletes,
and it would be more than 40 years before the first nonbinary athletes would publicly assert their
athletic identities along with their unconventional gender identities. Transgender (or trans) is an
adjective that indicates a disconnect between a person’s internally felt gender and the one they
were assigned at birth based on the observation of their genitalia. Nonbinary is a relatively new
term that describes people who do not identify exclusively as male or female and who may have
androgynous or fluid gender identities. Intersex people (who have both male and female
hormonal or reproductive characteristics), nonbinary and other trans people, cisgender (or cis—
i.e., not trans) girls and women, and gay men are often marginalized in the world of sports,
which was created for cisgender straight men by cisgender men. With determined self-advocacy,
self-awareness, growth mindsets, and passion for sport, the five transgender1 participants in my
research study have found fulfillment if not full acceptance in binary sex-segregated athletics
despite their outsider status.
Although I am not trans, I feel a kinship with my trans participants as a queer, gender
nonconforming, athletic person assigned female at birth (AFAB). My decades-old passion for
sports participation and gender justice and my experience of playing sports with transgender

1

I use the adjective transgender (or trans) throughout this paper as an umbrella term to describe a wide
range of gender-diverse identities—including nonbinary identities—that disrupt traditional binary notions
of gender. See Appendix A for a comprehensive glossary of terms.
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teammates initially sparked my interest in exploring experiences of trans athletes. This
composite portrait of five transgender athletic adults showcases their unique, colorful stories and
is textured with highlights of my own identity, perspective, and experiences. Chapter One
contains a researcher portrait; context, significance, and rationale for the study; an overview of
my broad literature review on gender identity and on trans issues in athletics; a preview of queer
feminist theory as a conceptual framework; and an introduction to social science portraiture
(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997), which was the most apt methodology for this study. The
concept of voice is central to portraiture as the methodology considers not only different people’s
voices but also multiple purposes served by voice. There is a broad range of voices in
conversation with one another in this study’s literature review, in my interviews with
participants, and in the composite portrait. I include some images because visuals can imbue
voice with texture and perspective that can lead to deeper understanding (Lawrence-Lightfoot &
Davis, 1997). After having interpreted my participants’ narratives, I combined voices and visuals
to depict the experiences and evolving identities of five transgender and/or nonbinary adults who
participate in recreational athletics.
Researcher Portrait
Like my participants and many other people, I have learned teamwork, responsibility, and
resilience through
sports participation.
It has helped me to
develop self-esteem,
lifelong friendships,
a sense of belonging,
and salient aspects of
Figure 1. At bat during the Rockford Women’s Baseball Tournament, 2016
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my identity. Most notably, my involvement in team sports has stimulated in me a seemingly
infinite range of human emotion. In high school, I was devastated to have let my teammates
down by missing a last-second layup and later exhilarated to sink a long game-winning shot at
the buzzer, countering the heart-palpitating fear of failure with the courage to try again.
Celebrating well-played scholastic and collegiate basketball games with my teammates was as
impactful as regrouping together after disappointments. Now, as an adult, meeting up with
friends to play flag football, basketball, baseball, or softball nourishes my youthful spirit while
allowing me to test my middle-aged body’s limits and capabilities. Catching a touchdown pass,
swishing a jump shot, and hitting a curve ball into the left-centerfield gap (see Figure 1, above)
are fleeting moments of transcendent joy.
I loved my time as a collegiate student-athlete despite the sexism and heterosexism
woven into the fabric of daily existence at Dartmouth College in the late 1980s. I was a
sophomore only 15 years after women were first admitted to the College—after 203 years of
male undergraduates. That fall, I asked a teammate, “Do you have an outfit I can wear for the
team picture?”
“Come over and we’ll find something,” she answered, and I walked to her dorm room to
try on clothes that were illfitting in more ways than one.
Later, during the staged photo
in the fancy Hanover Inn
(Figure 2; I am seated in the
front row, second from the
left), I quipped, “Does my pose
seem unnatural?” I tried to be

Figure 2. Dartmouth Women’s Basketball, 1987–1988
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funny in hopes of managing a genuine smile to offset my awkward gender performance: permed
hair, panty hose, pleated wool skirt, pointy black shoes, faux gold jewelry, and crossed wrists
and legs. I have always been uncomfortable in a skirt or a dress, and I especially resented having
to wear one in a photograph for the basketball media guide. At least they did not make one of us
hold a ball between the potted plants; this would have called attention to the incongruity rather
than having the presumably intended effect of emphasizing our collective femininity. It outraged
me as a queer feminist that I was not validated as a woman
unless I dressed the part—though it was not “woman” that
I performed on the court but rather “athlete” (Figure 3). I
identified proudly then, as I do now, as both a woman and
an athlete, but my way of being a woman has always been
at odds with society’s binary gender norms. I am not
proud, in retrospect, to have participated with my team in
the fraternity culture on campus that reinforced the
objectification of women; we donned tackily provocative
clothes to attend a frat’s annual “Pimps and Hookers”
Figure 3. In action vs. Harvard, 1988

party. My teammates loved dressing me up and doing my

makeup, and it was fun for me to spend an evening “in drag” with my hilarious best friends. I
only went to that party once, but I complied with the ridiculous autumn media photo masquerade
for four years because I tended to do what my coaches asked of me. Otherwise, I mostly felt
comfortable being myself—though some disapproved.
“Dykes,” they muttered as my queer teammate and I walked across the campus in our
loose-fitting team sweats.
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“Wombats, go home!” wrote the editor of the college’s ultra-conservative newspaper in
an article targeting my feminist affinity group. Some male students and alumni who viewed the
college as their space still openly protested the presence of “co-eds,” especially the lesbians. My
senior year, in a modest attempt to bridge the gendered divide, the Director of Athletics asked me
to speak to a group of white male alumni at their 50th reunion. I wanted to help them understand
what sexism felt like.
“We have won the Ivy League Championship each of my four years here,” I told the
group, “and yet our banners were not put up in the gym until after we clinched the last one. What
would have happened if the men’s team had won a title in the last 30 years?”
One member of the 1940 team answered, “Well, when we won ours, the whole
community was invited to celebrate with a banner-raising ceremony.
“As they should have been. It’s a difficult feat to accomplish, as you well know. The
problem is that my male peers comprise Dartmouth’s ‘basketball team’ whereas we are the
‘women’s basketball team.’” The alumni seemed to understand that not raising banners for us
was an oversight, but from their perspective, “Dartmouth Basketball” had always been played by
men; “women’s” was a descriptive term that distinguished the women’s game from real
basketball. This prevalent perception persists; dominant cultural ideology continues to promote
athletics as a masculine space. For example, five of the 80 Sports Illustrated covers between
August 25, 2017 and September 24, 2018 featured a woman.2 One was a supermodel on the
Swimsuit Issue. One pictured elite skier Lindsay Vonn and her boyfriend, professional hockey

2

I viewed every Sports Illustrated cover that appeared on the website for the Sports Illustrated Cover
Store: www.sicovers.com on September 25, 2018 to gather these statistics. It is possible that there have
been covers circulated in print since the magazine’s debut in 1954 that did not appear on this website. The
80 covers featured from the past year (“Current Covers”) were also cross-listed in the five main menu
options: there were 895 covers in the “Football” category, 495 in “Baseball,” 575 in “Basketball,” 75 in
“Hockey,” and 541 in “Other.” Not including the 36 “Swimsuit Issues” in the “Other” category, 103 of
2,545 total covers (4%) had at least one woman (one trans woman: Caitlyn Jenner) on them (sometimes
pictured with men).
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player P.K. Subban, in stylish clothing for SI’s third annual fashion issue. A third showed high
school athletes of the year—one male football player and one female distance runner. Only two
of the 80 covers celebrated individual women for specific athletic accomplishments: tennis
player Sloane Stephens, pictured just after winning the U.S. Open and snowboarder Chloe Kim,
pictured with her dog in her arms and her Olympic gold medal around both of their necks. Sports
media tends to justify its sparse coverage of women’s sports with the continuously looping selffulfilling myth that there is no demand for it.
I am passionate about gender identity research because I have been frustrated by the ways
human beings are limited in sports—and in most other domains as well—by meanings that the
larger society ascribes to the observation of male or female sex organs at birth. Conventional
“wisdom” (i.e., the wisdom of the men who invented sports) holds that sports are for people with
penises whereas athletic people with vaginas are relegated to the lesser category of girls’ or
women’s sports—never mind that genitalia serve no purpose in sports. This phenomenon is
neither new nor accidental. Since women in ancient Greece were banned from competing in the
Olympics, female participation in athletics has been a contested issue. Sports are fun, exciting,
and beneficial to a person’s overall wellbeing; thus, it is not surprising that girls and women (as
well as gay men and nonbinary people) have asserted their desire to play despite the repeated
message that it is not our turf. My own existence challenges the assumption that girls and women
are not good at sports. As a child, I often played sports with boys both informally and on
organized teams, and I have played in softball leagues with men as an adult. Like many athletic
girls, I embraced my tomboy identity although, in my opinion, the term “tomboy” is offensive
when used by those who do not identify as such. Like the n-word for Black people or the f-word
for gay men, which some people in those affinity groups may have reclaimed, they are not
appropriate for use by anyone outside of those marginalized cultures.
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Language and names are as important in my research as they have been in my feminist
upbringing. My mother, Carol Thomas Neely, is a nationally respected feminist critic of
Shakespeare as well as a professor of English and a founding faculty member of the women’s
studies program at the University of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign. I was named after the 19th
century founder of Smith College, the women’s college from which my mother and her mother
both graduated. This explains the antiquated pronunciation of my first name, “So-figh’-yah,”
which rhymes with “papaya.” It resonated with me when a nonbinary participant in my study
equated using incorrect gender pronouns for someone (that is, misgendering them) with
mispronouncing their name. I do not fault people for misreading my name with its more typical
modern pronunciation (after a late-19th century switch from the British pronunciation to one
more influenced by Spanish or Italian). All five participants tend to be patient and gentle with
people who slip up with pronouns, as I am when people who know my name read it as “So-pheeuh.” Still, when I hear “So-phee-uh” I do not associate it with my identity, just as incorrect
gender pronouns and, in most cases, birth names, do not represent my participants’ identities. It
rings discordant when we are called by a name—or an honorific, for that matter—that is not our
own.
I love my name’s symbolic connection to both my mother and my late father, Wright
Neely, who was a philosophy professor and a linguaphile. Although his first name is Frank, he
always went by his middle name, which is also his mother’s maiden name. I never asked him or
my grandparents why he was named after his mother whereas his younger brother was named
Mark E. Neely, Jr. after their father, but it appears that both sides of my family have been
bucking gender trends for generations. My name pays homage to my mother’s alma mater and
my father’s chosen profession: philosophia is Greek for “love of wisdom.” My dad was always
happy not only to acquire new wisdom but to share it with others, often in clever ways. He loved
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to call his philosophy students out on their internalized sexism by starting a class discussion on
some philosophical principle or other with a story about his doctor. Invariably, a student would
volunteer an idea using a masculine pronoun for the doctor, at which point my father would
interject, no doubt pleased with himself, “My doctor is a woman.” It was not actually true, but he
pretended it was to make a point about gendered assumptions and to do what he could to address
sexism and male privilege in a male-dominated academic field. Incidentally, both my very
athletic mother and my completely unathletic father wholeheartedly supported my participation
in sports in addition to my various other interests.
Because of my privilege as a white, educated, middle class, cis person raised by feminist
parents in a college town, I have been able to get away with not conforming to dominant gender
and sexuality norms with only minimal self-doubt and resistance from others. I rarely wear
makeup, tend to prefer athletic, androgynous clothing and shoes, and my hair has never been
longer than shaggy shoulder-length. I am comfortable in my identity as a cisgender woman, but
strangers often misgender me due to my gender nonconformity, calling me “Sir” or questioning
whether I am in the correct public restroom, for example. I am like many people in that my
gender expression is not a purposeful political or social statement but simply does not fit
normative categories of how people assigned female at birth are
expected to look and act. My pronouns are she/her/hers because of
my identity as a cisgender woman, but I also welcome
they/them/theirs because they accurately reflect my nonbinary gender
expression. When I was a child, it was not uncommon for strangers to
address my younger brother and me as, variously, “Hi, boys” or “Hi,
girls.” His hair was often shaggy and shoulder-length, too. In any

Figure 4. Sketch, c. 1978

case, the early (age 9 or 10?) drawing shown in Figure 4 demonstrates that my gender-bending
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tendencies have a long history. I imagine that my mother must have instilled in me by that time
the problematically sexist connotations of the word “lady,” which I despise, so I can only hope I
used it ironically in the title of that curious chef d’oeuvre.
Clearly, I am not a visual artist; however, I am (now) a portraitist. I hope that my research
helps to demonstrate that if gender were understood in a more complex, nuanced way, many
people, both trans and cis, would be able to move through the world more confidently and safely.
Young people would be able to focus on developing many facets of their identities without being
hamstrung by the pressure and perplexity of prescribed (and militantly policed) binary gender
norms. My masculine-of-center peers and I would be as welcome in public spaces as our
feminine-of-center comrades. Above all, the identities and experiences of the five transgender
participants in this research study would be validated, leaving them with more energy and
freedom to live their lives and practice their sports of choice while remaining true to themselves.
Unlike some of my gender nonconforming peers, I have never felt violently threatened in
a women’s bathroom. Still, it would be nice to be able to use a public restroom without being
confronted with the brief moment of shock that inevitably registers on the faces of other cis
women when they see me. I apparently cause them 1) to worry that they have somehow
accidentally gone into the wrong bathroom, or 2) to worry that I have somehow accidentally
gone into the wrong bathroom (or, worse, that I have intentionally done so). Clearly, they do not
truly see me despite their “visual interrogation” of my appearance. It is unsettling to wonder
what assumptions people are making about me based solely on my nontraditional gender
expression. If I experience a range of complex emotions in such benign, though microaggressive,
situations, I can only imagine the intense emotional toll that being transgender or nonbinary
might continuously exact. On the other hand, I am comfortable in my own unique skin and
gender expression (even if others are not at ease with it), due in large part to my identity as an

10
athlete; my athletic experiences have contributed significantly to my “becoming” throughout my
life.
Assumptions and Context
These details from my own narrative portrait inform my desire to improve quality of life
for gender nonconforming children and adults in the world. I believe that the rigid binary
construction of gender limits all humans and creates particular hardship for trans athletes. Sports
were created by and for cisgender men; whether or not the creators were straight, the world of
athletics is militantly heteronormative. Openly lesbian, gay, and bisexual athletes have only just
begun to gain reluctant acceptance in a handful of sports—such as men’s figure skating and
women’s soccer. The sports world is genderist as well, meaning it privileges cisgender people
while nonbinary athletes have few opportunities to participate in organized athletics outside of
inclusive LGBTQ3 recreational sports leagues such as the San Francisco Gay Softball League
(SFGSL) and the Chicago Metropolitan Sports Association (CMSA).
Mindful of my history of advocating for cisgender girls and women in sports, I have paid
attention to my own assumptions and biases throughout the research process while endeavoring
to listen to my transgender and nonbinary participants’ narratives without judging them or
projecting my beliefs on to them. For example, my feminist worldview has been influenced by
Black authors such as Audre Lorde, Alice Walker, and bell hooks, but I cannot help but view
phenomena through a lens of white privilege; I can only work to stay woke to this privilege. In
this paper I try to highlight ways in which race and ethnicity inform identities and experiences

3

Except when discussing research that uses different terms, I use LGBTQ to mean lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and queer. I considered using LGBTQIA to acknowledge intersex and asexual people whose
identities and experiences are often ignored—or LGBTQIA+ to recognize additional gender and sexual
minority identities—but my research is not focused on sexuality or intersex people, and I felt uneasy
about adding I and A and just letting the + represent one of my participants’ pansexuality. I also
considered using the shorter LGBT abbreviation, but since some participants and I self-identify as
“queer” rather than the gendered terms “gay” and “lesbian,” I felt strongly about adding the Q. I could
have gone with TGNC to indicate transgender and/or gender nonconforming, but LGBT is more common.
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without presuming, as a white cis researcher, to speak for the two trans participants of color in
my study. I asked the same questions of all participants, but conducting semi-structured
interviews enabled me to ask different follow-up questions to probe for further understanding.
Not surprisingly, issues of race and ethnicity did not come up at all in the two interviews with a
white trans male participant in his fifties or in the two interviews with a nonbinary white
participant in zir thirties. I did speak briefly about race and ethnicity with a white nonbinary
participant in their twenties, but not as often as with a Black trans male participant in his early
twenties or an Asian American nonbinary participant in their late forties.
Furthermore, although I have benefited from the opportunities Title IX gave me to play
sports, I am aware that nonbinary people are by definition excluded from sex-segregated sports.
If, as Lorde famously wrote, the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house, then it
follows that sports as they are currently organized will never become disentangled from their
patriarchal infrastructure. The participants in my study have carved out space for themselves in
athletics (squash, Crossfit, bouldering, baseball, and powerlifting), but the historical sex
segregation in sports makes it challenging to advocate for trans men and nonbinary people’s
inclusion while also championing cis girls and women. Cisgender women have been effectively
excluded from men’s sports—i.e., sports—by virtue of having been given leagues of our own. It
is great that cis girls and women can benefit from sports participation, but by our complicity in
sex-segregated sports, I fear we have forfeited the possibility of equality. Civil rights history has
demonstrated the fallacy of “separate but equal” in a cis white patriarchal supremacist world.
Still, I do not believe we are ready for full gender integration in sports because of the historical
and cultural cis masculine privilege inherent in athletic fields. Such a process would surely take
many generations (at least) since it would require radical changes to society’s gender norms and,
I think, creative and appealing alternatives to popular U.S. sports. If we tried to desegregate
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sports in terms of gender at this point, I fear that opportunity and respect for trans people and cis
girls and women in sports would only decrease. Thus, it would seem that the burden of inclusion
will fall on women’s sports until athletics adopts another organizing principle besides gender.
“Women’s sports” will likely have to open its doors to trans women, nonbinary people, and trans
men in some cases because the dominant culture is not likely to become motivated to adapt
“men’s sports” to be more gender-inclusive.
I have a similar concern about universal pronouns. For decades I emphasized using
feminine pronouns in addition to masculine ones, rejecting the notion that the universal “he” and
words like “mankind” were just a convenient way to refer to all people. Back in the 1980s it was
still common for my high school teachers and college professors to say or write something like,
“If any student needs extra help, he should feel free to come to my office hours.” As a lifelong
lover of words and grammar, a former high school French teacher, and my parents’ daughter, I
believe in the subtle power of language to influence beliefs and behavior. Thus, wherever
possible, I would make a point of using “she or he” (or, subversively, just “she” in a universal
sense) in writing and speaking to get people used to the idea of specifically acknowledging the
presence of women in the world. Now I realize that using “she or he” when speaking generally
about any human being discriminates against nonbinary people and reinforces the gender binary
myth. Sex-segregated sports also reinforce this myth, but as long as we have men’s and women’s
competitions, I will say “the men’s World Cup final” or “the NCAA men’s basketball
tournament” to emphasize, again, that women exist in the sports world, too. Ideally, my research
will expand that message to include trans people without excluding cis women. I like to use
“they” as a singular gender-neutral pronoun (English speakers have been doing it for millennia:
e.g., “Oh look, someone dropped their wallet”) because it does not assume binary gender, but I
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worry that adopting a universal singular “they” will reinforce the persistent assumption that the
default human being is a cisgender man.
The nonbinary baseball player in my study is a teammate of mine in a women’s baseball
league who advocates for women and girls to play baseball instead of softball, but ultimately
Alex (a pseudonym) would love for people of all genders to be welcome to participate in
baseball. It is not uncommon for cisgender girls and women to play on predominantly boys’ or
men’s recreational baseball teams, but anyone assigned male at birth (cis, trans, and/or
nonbinary) is less likely to be encouraged to play on a “women’s” team, especially if they are
highly skilled in the sport. One assumption undergirding this study is that if we validate a
nontraditional gender identity in one context—e.g., on a driver’s license—then we should
validate it in other contexts as well—e.g., on sex-segregated athletic teams. I believe that a trans
woman should have access to hormone replacement therapy and other gender affirming health
care just as a cis woman should have access to mammograms or tubal ligation, for example.
Others disagree about the right of any woman, cis or trans, to control her own body and
reproductive functions, and some feminists resent trans women because of their history of
masculine privilege. Masculine privilege plays a role in the identities and experiences of anyone
assigned male at birth, whether they acknowledge it or not, but I would not feel comfortable
denying a trans woman (assigned male at birth) the opportunity to play on a women’s sports
team or to enroll in a women’s college. Somewhat paradoxically, I also believe that trans men
(assigned female at birth) should be supported in decisions they may make to enroll in a
women’s college or play on a women’s sports team because of their own complicated
relationship with patriarchal privilege, which can be both a bane and a boon.
This study is focused on trans people assigned female at birth in order to explore the
complexity of transgender identities and experiences without getting pigeonholed into an
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argument about whether people whose bodies tend to be bigger and more muscular, on average,
should be allowed to compete with people whose bodies tend to be smaller and less muscular, on
average. My goal in conducting this particular study was to understand the experiences and
identities of trans men and nonbinary people in the context of larger hegemonic systems of
gender regulation and oppression—both in athletics and in the wider world. I was curious to
know how much freedom trans individuals feel they have to express themselves in authentic
ways. My research questions were: 1) How do nonbinary and/or transgender athletic adults
understand and narrate their identities and experiences? and 2) In what ways do trans people’s
gender identities dovetail, clash, or coexist with their athletic identities?
Significance and Rationale
Estimates of the number of trans people in the United States are increasing (e.g., Flores et
al., 2016), yet it is impossible to determine exactly how many trans-identified people there are at
any given time. Even if it were feasible to survey every person in the country, not all trans people
self-identify as transgender; some trans women just feel like women and identify as women.
Other people feel strongly that honoring their transness is important. As previously mentioned,
some people reject gender labels altogether—or invent new language for self-identification—
which complicates the process of asking and answering survey questions. A second factor that
creates challenges in getting an accurate count is the fear of disclosure that some respondents
may feel. Related to this reluctance to disclose a trans identity is the possibility that someone
who may later realize they are trans may not know it at the time of the survey. Although
estimates vary among studies, researchers seem to concur that younger people are more likely
than older people to identify as trans. Notably, a recent survey distributed by the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) to about 132,000 students in nine large urban school
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districts found that nearly 2% of urban high school students identify as transgender (Kesslen,
2019).
A few years earlier, Flores et al. (2016) of the Williams Institute at the UCLA School of
Law found that 0.7% of U.S. adults aged 18–24 identify as transgender. This suggests, in a
hypothetical educational context, that a university with 20,000 undergraduates would have 140
transgender students. Flores et al. (2016) note that their estimate of 1.4 million transgender adults
in the U.S. is double the number their colleague (Gates, 2011) had found based on data from a
decade earlier. Gates (2011) had conducted his study with data from only California and
Massachusetts whereas Flores et al. (2016) surveyed people in all 50 states and the District of
Columbia. Not surprisingly, they found the estimated percentage of transgender adults in the
major metropolitan area of D.C. (12.63%) to be much higher than the estimate for the country
overall (0.58%); this suggests that transgender people who are willing to disclose their trans
identities are more concentrated in urban areas. Although these studies do not mention gender
variance within transgender communities, it is important to note that a growing number of trans
people identify as nonbinary. Of the adult transgender respondents in the 2015 U.S. Transgender
Survey, 32% identified as trans women, 31% identified as trans men, and 31% identified as
nonbinary (James et al., 2016) when asked to check all terms from a list of 25 choices that
accurately described their gender identity. 86% of the respondents were comfortable with being
identified as transgender, including 82% of nonbinary respondents, even if they self-identified
primarily with another gender identity term. The five participants in my research study identify
as “transgender” though their primary gender self-identifications range from trans man to
genderqueer to nonbinary.
It should go without saying that trans people are more than the sum of their struggles, but
the statistics on trans suicide and anti-trans violence are sobering. The CDC survey results
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indicate that 35% of high school students who identify as transgender attempted suicide in the
past year (Kessler, 2019). According to the Human Rights Campaign (2018), at least 128
transgender people were reportedly murdered from 2013 through 2018, and approximately 80%
of those victims were trans women of color. This does not include the 49 people killed at the
Pulse nightclub in Orlando in 2016 since it is unclear whether the shooter was motivated by antiLGBTQ bias, and not all of the victims were transgender. The Gay, Lesbian, and Straight
Education Network (GLSEN), which conducts extensive research on LGBTQ issues in U.S.
schools, finds that transgender students are consistently bullied at higher rates than any other
marginalized group. This literature review discusses the significant hardship that transgender
people face in schools and elsewhere but also highlights trans people’s admirable strength,
creativity, and resilience.
Since young adults appear to be the group with the highest percentage of trans people (as
mentioned above), high schools and colleges have an opportunity not only to support gender
nonconforming students and faculty but also to educate their cisgender peers about trans issues
and identities. There is ample evidence that scholastic, intramural, and intercollegiate sports are
beneficial co-curricular activities for students, but trans people’s participation is often contested
when they dare to enter this typically sex-segregated and transphobic domain. Schools, districts,
and organizations will need to make decisions about trans people’s participation as adolescents
increasingly assert nonbinary and other transgender identities; it is best to have a policy in place
before being sued. More importantly, administrators interested in creating or improving policies
that support transgender and nonbinary students will not find much research to aid them in their
decision-making. I have undertaken this study to address this gap in the literature on the
complexity of trans identities and experiences—especially in athletic contexts.
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Overview of Literature
There is a growing body of qualitative and quantitative literature and media reports on
transgender identities, issues, and experiences. Gender is increasingly understood as
complicated, socially constructed, and distinct from biological sex, which may also be less fixed
and binary than most of us were taught in school. A person’s gender identity is a complex and
evolving negotiation of social messages and internal feelings, and gender expression is a
person’s gender presentation at any given time in terms of appearance, behavior, and other
choices. Despite increasing awareness and acceptance of trans people (especially among young
adults), trans students often face significant challenges in schools. A short list of these hardships
includes: harassment and violence; refusal of school personnel to honor preferred names and
pronouns; bathroom discrimination; depression, anxiety over gender-segregated activities, and
other social emotional struggles; privileging of adults’ views over children’s; and subpar
academic performance due to low motivation and absenteeism. The good news for school
administrators is that a little support goes a long way toward helping trans students to thrive—or
at least survive—in school.
In contrast, research on the specific experiences of transgender student-athletes is scarce.
Trans-inclusive scholastic and collegiate athletic programs are rare at this point, largely because
of administrators’ concerns about fairness and safety that are grounded in simplistic assumptions
about testosterone. A complicated hormone with complicated effects, testosterone is far from the
only factor in athletic performance and yet is the only measure used to determine whether or not
to include transgender or intersex people in elite athletic competitions such as the Olympics.
Policies that purport to be trans-inclusive tend to include conciliatory language intended to
protect cis people and guarantee fair competition. However, the landscape is changing for high
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school athletes; as of 2019, 18 states have athletic policies (at least de jure if not de facto) that
trans athlete and advocate Chris Mosier deems “inclusive” on his website, Transathlete.com.
Overview of Conceptual Framework and Methodology
Because it explores gendered experience and sexual difference, this study is a feminist
inquiry that seeks to amplify “different” voices that have not often been heard (Gilligan, 1982).
Like queer theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1990), I sought to expose and explode essentialist
thinking rooted in hierarchical false binaries such as straight/gay, cis/trans, man/woman, men’s
sports/women’s sports, and white/black that reinforce hegemonic discourse. This superimposed a
queer lens on to my feminist lens to create another level of critical inquiry, somewhat like
blending blue and red to create shades of purple. Finally, I combined philosophies of MerleauPonty and Judith Butler to frame my study in terms of gender as a scripted performance that
amounts to more than the sum of body parts, behavior, and language (which may or may not
exist to define elements of trans identity and experience). My use of the hybrid methodology of
portraiture drew most heavily on the tradition of phenomenology; indeed, embodied tension
emerged from the data as the phenomenological essence of the experience of being a trans
athlete.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Since the literature on transgender athletes is scarce, particularly in the field of education,
I first looked at gender identity in general and then perused a range of research on the identities
and experiences of transgender people in K–12 and post-secondary schools before focusing on
scholarship and media reports specific to transgender athletes. Intersex athletes—those who have
both male and female physiological characteristics—do not typically identify as transgender, but
they tend to be included in scholarship and media reports related to transgender athletes due to
their perceived nonconformity to the gender binary that is so central to the organization of sports.
As diverse trans issues and identities become more prevalent in mainstream culture, they expose
cracks in the socially engineered notion that it is natural and essential to segregate sports into two
gendered categories.
The social construction of gender
According to Simone de Beauvoir (1949/2002), “[A]nimal species are fixed and it is
possible to define them in static terms…whereas the human species is forever in a state of
change, forever becoming” (p. 467). If animals can be defined in fixed, static terms, it is because
they do not use language and culture to organize their world and to socialize members of their
species. Humans, on the contrary, are born into a world of socially and culturally constructed and
hierarchically defined categories such as gender, race, social class, and sexuality. Culture shapes
behavior, meaning, and ways of being, and language is its vehicle. Language—and hegemonic
discourse in particular—determines who fits or does not fit into which boxes. Thus, the abstract
concept of “gender” takes on essentialist definitions of “man” and “woman” that privilege those
who conform to them and marginalize those who do not.
De Beauvoir claims that evidence of asexuality and asexual propagation in the animal
kingdom implies that only two categories of gender and sex may not be enough: “[I]t must be
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noted that even the division of a species into two sexes is not always clear-cut” (de Beauvoir,
1949/2011, p. 21). To substantiate her assertion that our binary gender system is not a biological
given, de Beauvoir points to the existence of individual hermaphroditic plants and animals that
have both sperm and egg gametes and also to intersex people, who have both male and female
reproductive and hormonal features and may be born with ambiguous genitalia. Furthermore, she
rejects “any comparative system that assumes the existence of a natural hierarchy or scale of
values—for example, an evolutionary hierarchy” (de Beauvoir, 1949/2002, p. 467); she agrees
with Merleau-Ponty that “man is not a natural species; he is a historical idea. Woman is not a
complete reality, but rather a becoming” (p. 468).
Nearly 70 years after the publication of de Beauvoir’s seminal second-wave feminist text
The Second Sex, transgender and nonbinary individuals—whose gender identities do not conform
to traditional binary gender expectations for their assigned natal sex—are “becoming” who they
are while also becoming increasingly visible in mainstream culture. Adopting de Beauvoir’s
logic, trans people are existentially becoming their authentic selves both in relation to and in
opposition to hegemonic assumptions of what it means to be male or female. As I mentioned in a
footnote, I use trans as an umbrella term to describe people whose gender identity and/or
expression do not conform in traditionally expected ways to the gender they were assigned at
birth. The adjective applies generally to people in various stages of transitioning from one gender
label to another, which may include, for example, male-to-female, female-to-male, male-to-other
gender, female-to-other gender, or intersex-to-other gender. It also applies to people who have
androgynous, fluid, and/or creative gender expressions or who reject gender entirely; a growing
number of these gender-diverse people identify as nonbinary.
Nonbinary people are included under the trans umbrella, but I sometimes use the
seemingly redundant terms transgender and nonbinary together to emphasize that some
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transgender people feel most comfortable in binary categories of man or woman whereas others
cannot authentically self-select into either polar group. Thus, a person may identify as
transgender and nonbinary if they reject their natal female designation but also do not identify
entirely as a man. Moreover, some people identify as nonbinary women or nonbinary men but
not necessarily as transgender. In the process of researching this topic, I have decided that the
phrase “nonbinary woman” fits my internally felt gender identity and, most of the time, my
externally performed masculine-of-center gender expression. Research with trans and gender
nonconforming (TGNC) people generally does not include cisgender people (like me) whose
expression is gender nonconforming but whose gender identity is basically congruent with the
sex they were assigned at birth. It is important to note that every gender identity is nuanced and
unique, whether or not language exists yet to describe it adequately.
Genderism
De Beauvoir (1949/2011) opens The Second Sex with the emphatic assertion that “On ne
naît pas femme: on le devient [One is not born a woman but rather becomes one]” (p. 1). The
participants in this study were assigned female at birth but have not become “women.” Instead,
they understand and express their continuously evolving gender identities in ways that challenge
rigid binary assumptions of the genderist world in which we currently live. Beemyn and Rankin
(2011), in arguably the most comprehensive mixed-methods study of transgender people to date,
define genderism in this way:
Genderism refers to the beliefs and practices that privilege stable, binary gender
identities/expressions and that subordinate and disparage transgender people and
other individuals who do not adhere to dominant gender expectations (Wilchins,
2002). The term encompasses individual acts of discrimination as well as
systemic and institutionalized inequalities, such as insurance coverage that
excludes medical care related to gender transitioning and public bathrooms that
are limited to “men” and “women.” Genderism is also evident in the binary basis
of much of the language involving gender…[e.g.,] the common use of gendered
forms of address such as “sir” and “ma’am” (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011, p. 21).
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Put another way, genderism is a system of oppression that
presupposes binary categories of gender and accords privilege to
cisgender people whose gender identity and expression correspond
to their natal sex organs (Case et al., 2012). Cisgender (or cis) is,
according to transgender journalist Janet Mock (2014), “a term
applied to those who are not trans and therefore are less likely to
experience the misalignment of their gender identity and assigned
sex at birth—a matter we do not control, yet one that continues to
frame who is normalized or stigmatized” (pp. xi-xii). Hegemonic

Figure 5. Janet Mock
(photo by D. Boyer)

white, heterosexual, cis masculinity is at the top of the hierarchy with straight, white, cis
femininity a distant second. The many shades of trans identities rank somewhere near the bottom.
There is less overall stigmatization of transgender people with so-called “passing privilege,” such
as Mock, whom strangers assume to be straight and cisgender due to her heteronormative
marriage to a man and her feminine gender expression (Figure 5) that conforms to traditionally
held expectations of how women should look and act (Mock, 2014). Although signs of gender
nonconformity typically manifest in early childhood, it often takes a while for trans people to
develop and assert their authentic identities. Mock did not begin to settle into a gender identity
that felt authentic to her until she was an adult.
Intersectional identities
Mock’s memoir as well as a small number of research studies explore other social
dimensions in the context of trans identity development, including race, ethnicity, sexuality, and
class. Trans authors Jackson Wright Shultz (2015) and Z Nicolazzo (2017) include brief
discussions of dis/ability in their books depicting the lived experiences of trans people, and other
academics have begun to explore the connections between transgender studies and disability
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studies (e.g., Chen, 2012; Spade, 2004). McDonagh and Pappano (2008) point out that girls’ and
women’s athletics operate on the assumption that being female amounts to a “disability” that
requires separate playing spaces. I explored various intersectional facets of identity in my study
of trans adults who identify as athletes. Since toddlerhood I have been both athletic and gender
nonconforming, so I am passionate about exploring transgressive gender identity within the
rigidly sex-segregated and genderist domain of athletics. Mock (2014) reveals in her memoir that
she was a talented volleyball player on the boys’ team in middle and high school, but though she
loved playing, “the dissonance between my gender identity and my team sport heightened,” and
she ultimately quit “because the sex segregation that forced me to play on the boy’s [sic] team
was unsettling, publicly negating my identity” (p. 131).
Like Mock, collegiate swimmer Schuyler Bailar compromised his true gender identity in
high school because of his passion for his sport. Harvard University recruited him for their
women’s swim team, but when he came out as transgender in 2014 after his senior year in high
school, he thought he would either have to quit swimming or try to ignore his trans identity.
Harvard coaches, players, and athletic administrators came together to support Bailar by offering
him a spot on the men’s team. “I found myself very much ‘in between’ growing up,” confesses
Bailar, “but I am now proving that a whole me exists—a half-Korean transgender student-athlete
exists” (Markert, 2018, para. 19). Sports Illustrated Wire (2015), CBS’s 60 Minutes (2016), NBC
Out News (Compton, 2017), and Swimming World Magazine (Markert, 2018) have all published
Bailar’s ongoing story, noting that even though he struggles to finish eighth in men’s meets
instead of winning women’s events as he did in high school, he is overjoyed to be competing in
the sport he loves while being a normal college guy (Compton, 2017). This happy outcome
belies the painful psychological journey Bailar endured as he struggled to reconcile his
understood athletic identity (I am a swimmer) with his then abstruse gender identity (What am
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I?). In a poignant Instagram post in 2017, beneath side-by-side photos of himself (Figure 6) at his
high school prom in 2014 (when he was still presenting as female) and at a friend’s prom three
years later, he wrote:
Change is possible. Happiness is possible.
Authenticity is possible. But all of these things
take time and effort and perseverance and self
love.[…] Never give up on yourselves. Also,
recognize that this picture is a total simplification
of my journey. I did not wake up one day and just
become a man, nor was I ever truly a woman. I
have always been me—whether dressed in a gown
or a tie. Between and before these pictures are
hundreds of days of incredibly important
discovery and pain and growth that I will never
Figure 6. Two proms (Instagram)

ignore (sb_pinkmantaray, 2017).

Had Bailar been able to nurture both his athletic identity and his true gender identity in early
adolescence, he may have been able to avoid the depression and eating disorder he suffered in
high school. He still struggles with these psychological demons today even as he advocates for
trans people to love themselves while embracing their unique journeys. In addition to appearing
on The Ellen Show, publishing a short story in a young adult anthology called Fresh Ink, and
speaking at schools and LGBTQ-focused events, he is active on social media, especially
Instagram.
Instagram and YouTube are favorite social media platforms for many trans people who
are interested in visually documenting their personal journeys. Instagram users can take
advantage of the app’s sophisticated photo-editing filters to create mood, tone, and other artistic
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techniques, and YouTube users can upload and share high-resolution videos of varying lengths.
People questioning their gender identity often rely heavily on the Internet to educate themselves
about transgender identities and resources, especially if their support network is limited. It is not
uncommon for trans people to post regular YouTube updates on their hormone replacement
therapy (HRT). My quick search on February 6, 2019 for videos posted in the last 24 hours with
the keywords “trans” and “testosterone” yielded 33 videos, and one already had 407 views. That
was an outlier, though, as the next most popular one had 53 views. It is important to reiterate that
every trans person’s journey is different. Some do not undergo hormone replacement therapy;
others may have HRT but do not want to share visual documentation of it. Bailar’s
aforementioned Instagram post helps to explain why many trans people altogether reject the idea
of “before and after” images or stories. They do not, as cis people might incorrectly believe,
represent a decision to change to the “opposite” gender. Bailar speaks for many trans people
when he describes that he never identified with the gender he was incorrectly assigned at birth,
regardless of what his presentation may have been: “I have always been me, whether dressed in a
gown or a tie.” Nonbinary people, in particular, demonstrate that gender identity development is
not a linear process.
For Bailar and others, gender evolves concurrently with other nonlinear intersecting
planes of identity. Jessy, a trans male teenager who tells his fascinating story in Beyond
Magenta: Transgender Teens Speak Out, relishes his “in-between-ness” (Kuklin, 2014, p. 29). In
Sycamore’s (2006) anthology Nobody Passes: Rejecting the Rules of Gender and Conformity,
two contributing authors compare their interstitial gender identities to their dual ethnicities.
Logan Gutierrez-Mock writes, “Sitting on the dividing line between male and female forced me
to realize that my entire life I’d sat on a similar dividing line between Mexican and white” (p.
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229). Filipin@/Chican@4 Nico Dacumos laments, “I will never find the community I seek based
on shared identity. […] I will always be the fence-sitter” (p. 36). A Black genderqueer
participant in Nicolazzo’s (2017) study feels isolated from hir lesbian, gay, and bisexual African
American peers because “most of the Black queers that I know, […] they don’t cross those lines,
they’re not stuck in the middle, they’re usually feminine or very masculine” (p. 70). In addition,
Micah (a pseudonym) also feels alienated from their white trans peers: “We can’t discuss how I
am being affected by my race while I am being LGBTQ. That’s not something that often comes
up; it’s a hard line to walk” (Nicolazzo, 2017, p. 70). Genderism, like racism and other forms of
oppression, marginalizes people and invalidates aspects of their complex intersectional identities.
The diversity of trans identities and language to describe them
Saltzburg and Davis (2010) brilliantly articulate the ways in which the trans and gender
nonconforming youth they interviewed and observed were “existentially locating themselves
through language” (p. 94). The youth demonstrated a clear sense of pride in reinventing terms to
describe their experiences and identities. It is important to engage young people in discussion
about their gender identities that allows for a wide variety of possibilities; otherwise, some are
left feeling invalidated—“not authentic enough” (p. 99). “If, as posited by social
constructionism, language constitutes and creates the meaning of our lives,” say Saltzburg and
Davis, “then not having language to fit how youth view themselves leaves them feeling outside
of and ‘not counted’ in the human experience” (p. 95). This outsider status, conferred by the
dominant culture and internalized by minority group members, is the essence of marginalization.
A universal lexicon does not yet exist to describe and affirm the experiences and
existence of people who identify as transgender or nonbinary. Consequently, individuals who
4

The suffix -@ incorporates both -o and -a, Spanish masculine and feminine endings (like Latina and
Latino), to symbolize either a rejection or a fusion of binary gender designations. The suffix -x as in
“Latinx” is another increasingly common way to denote gender inclusivity. The Oxford English
Dictionary now includes Mx as a gender neutral form of Mr. or Ms.
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“challenge the culturally fixed gender dichotomy through nonconventional gender expression”
(Saltzburg & Davis, 2010, p. 87) use a variety of terms to describe their identities. This lack of
common language contributes to the difficulty the general public has in understanding and
validating trans people’s experiences. The first lessons tend to revolve around definitions: e.g.,
gender identity is who one feels like on the inside, while gender expression is how one performs
one’s gender on the outside—e.g., through hairstyle, makeup, clothes, toys, activities, speech,
mannerisms, and other behavior (e.g., Brill & Pepper, 2008). People who identify as transgender
may or may not wish to alter their bodies medically with hormone treatments and/or gender
affirming surgical procedures (e.g., Ehrensaft, 2011). As a result, some men have vaginas and
some women have penises, among many other physiological facts that fly in the face of fixed,
essentialist notions of sex and gender that we are socialized from birth to believe. This
incongruence can fuel homophobic and transphobic violence or degradation on the part of gender
binary devotees toward trans people. Thus, trans and nonbinary bodies in athletic contexts are
often demonized as threats or unfair competitive advantages rather than private corporeal frames
for unique human souls.
In a mind-boggling political, social, and economic environment that people try to make
sense of with binary labels such as Democrat/Republican, Black/White, Male/Female, or
Rich/Poor, it can be hard to understand and accept the contradictions and non-normativity
embodied by trans individuals who may see themselves as men, women, or another gender
category entirely, according to their unique and dynamic gender identity. Psychologist Diane
Ehrensaft (2011) explains that the core of our gender identity is located “between our ears—in
the physiology of our brains and the working of our minds as we internally mediate what gender
means to us and who we feel ourselves to be” (p. 33). An increasingly diverse gender vocabulary
reflects this highly complex and individual internal process of determining gender identity.
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For example, the 1,211 respondents who identified specifically as “transgender” in
Beemyn and Rankin’s (2011) national survey wrote in 502 additional descriptors, of which 479
are unique. In a separate study, the 2008 National Transgender Discrimination Survey of more
than 6,200 adults who “identify as transgender,” 10% replied “not at all” when asked if they
“identify with the word transgender,” 25% replied “somewhat,” and 65% replied “strongly”
(Grant et al., 2011). The survey offered respondents 15 gender identity choices from which to
select all that “strongly” applied to them, and 17% still marked “other.” More than 500
respondents wrote in a wide range of additional identities, including “questioning,” “bothneither,” “bender,” “boi,” and “princess” (Grant et al., 2011, p. 24). Facebook now has 71
different gender identities from which its users may choose for their profiles (Kelly, 2016).
The complex terminology, of course, reflects the uniqueness of each trans person’s
psychological, social, and physical identity and experiences. Leslie Feinberg, the author of the
groundbreaking book, Trans Liberation: Beyond Pink or Blue, explains, “I am a human being
who would rather not be addressed as Ms. or Mr., ma’am or sir” (Feinberg, 1998, p. 1). Feinberg
uses the gender-neutral pronouns sie (pronounced “see”) and hir (pronounced “here”) to describe
hirself. Sie experiences “almost insurmountable difficulty” (p. 1) when asked to check M or F
boxes. Brill and Pepper (2008) describe a child who answers the question, “Are you a girl or a
boy?” with “I am Nina” (p. xiii) and feels intense anxiety during gender-segregated school
activities or bathroom breaks. Saltzburg and Davis (2010) interviewed gender nonconforming
youths who use thee, thou, and thine in place of gender-specific pronouns that do not accurately
represent their fluid gender identities.
Experiences of trans students in K–16 institutions
Youths cannot develop healthy, authentic gender identities without support, and even
well-intentioned educators tend toward ignorance when it comes to trans (as well as gay and
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lesbian) issues and identity. Smith and Payne (2016) found that even after undergoing
professional development training on how to support transgender students, elementary educators
retained their genderist, transphobic dedication to binary gender categories and
heteronormativity. Their perceived “support” for gender nonconforming or transgender students
was limited to immediate concerns for the safety of cis and trans children. As I will discuss later,
this logic resonates in policies governing transgender people’s participation in athletics. Smith
and Payne’s (2016) study built on Robinson and Davies’ (2008) critical analysis of the lack of
LGBTQ considerations in Australia’s K–6 sex education curriculum. Both reports concluded that
educators tend to “cling to entrenched beliefs about childhood innocence and adult responsibility
for preserving it” (Smith & Payne, 2016, p. 35), thereby reinforcing messages that children
receive about the normalcy of heterosexuality and gender binary conformity. These messages
have an alienating effect on queer and trans children and adults.
The privileging of adults’ views over children’s—which Singh, Meng, and Hansen
(2014) define as “adultism”—is an obstacle to trans youths’ identity development. One
participant in Singh et al.’s (2014) phenomenological study of resilience strategies of trans young
people aged 15–25 lamented that his mother saw him as an extension of herself and her own
desires and assumed that his trans identity was just a phase he would outgrow. Singh et al.
(2014) found three major threats to resilience: gender policing, emotional and social isolation,
and health care access challenges. Ullman (2014) also uses the phrase “gender policing” to
describe systematic attempts—both overt and covert—to control gender behavior of Australian
secondary school students who are gender nonconforming. Ullman’s participants report that
school personnel tend not to enforce anti-discrimination policies but rather blame the victims
with genderist claims that they should try to adhere to prescribed cultural norms of femininity
and masculinity (Ullman, 2014). One subject in Ullman’s study referred to the persistent failure
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of school personnel—including counselors—to support gender nonconforming youth as
“institutionalised [sic] neglect” (p. 439).
In higher education, too, universities wanting to support transgender students may
sometimes be guilty of neglect because of language and other constraints. Student registration
may involve, for example, a federal financial aid form that requires a legal name and genderassigned-at-birth. The pronoun “they” is not an option on many official documents. Nicolazzo’s
(2017) insightful autoethnographic study highlights trans students’ experiences in a campus
environment steeped in genderist policing—or what Nicolazzo calls gender binary discourse.
Misgendering and other microaggressions are a constant presence for Nicolazzo’s participants in
classrooms, dining halls, residence halls, and even the LGBTQ Center, where the Black
cisgender lesbian director is not particularly trans-savvy. Her attempts at self-education on trans
identities, issues, and the language to acknowledge them often left the Center’s only trans student
employee feeling frustrated and marginalized (Nicolazzo, 2017). Spade (2004) has dubbed the
phenomenon of the abbreviation “LGBT” not really including trans people the “LGBfakeT
movement” (p. 35). Although it is certainly challenging to commit to understanding and
supporting students of all gender identities, doing so is important to students’ healthy identity
development and sense of self-worth.
Microaggressions—subtle and often unintended “everyday exchanges that send
denigrating messages to certain individuals because of their group membership” (Sue, 2010, p.
xvi)—contribute to trans people’s feelings of alienation. For example, two trans college students
in Nicolazzo’s (2017) study described the emotional exhaustion and disappointment of often
hearing students and even professors laughing at insensitive jokes about intersex or trans people
and perpetuating inaccuracies about trans identities in classrooms. While perhaps not intending
to offend, professors are complicit in alienating trans people when they do not correct
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inaccuracies or call out jokes as inappropriate. One of the 34 participants in Shultz’s (2015)
qualitative study says that microaggressions have the same impact on him as malicious insults.
Sue (2010) further claims that racist, sexist, and homophobic slights by well-intentioned people
actually pose a greater threat to recipients’ wellbeing than overtly racist, sexist, or homophobic
attacks. His book does not address transphobia, but this description of heterosexism rings true for
transphobia as well: “Heterosexism [or genderism] can operate openly in a mean-spirited and
deliberate manner, or can operate insidiously through invisibility, underrepresentation, erasure,
lack of acknowledgment, the unspoken, and silence” (p. 190). In Nicolazzo’s (2017) book, as
elsewhere in transgender literature, misgendering is presented as a particularly common form of
microaggression. If a well-meaning cisgender person uses the wrong pronoun, they should
simply apologize, correct their error, and move on. At times, though, misgendering is
intentional—used as a weapon by cis people to denigrate and invalidate trans people’s identities;
repeated instances of this practice that create a hostile climate in a school or workplace for a
trans person is a form of sexual harassment.
A growing body of research, particularly in the social sciences, reveals that transgender
and gender nonconforming students are even more likely than lesbian, gay, or bisexual students
to be victimized at school (Grossman & D’Augelli, 2006; Taylor et al., 2011; Wells et al., 2012).
They are at a higher risk than their cisgender, gender typical peers for a variety of adverse
outcomes such as violent attacks, harassment, social isolation, depressive symptoms, suicide and
attempted suicide, truancy, housing insecurity, and low academic achievement (Grossman &
D’Augelli, 2006; Roberts et al., 2013; Toomey et al., 2010). Of the 3,114 adults in the 2008
National Transgender Discrimination Survey who had been transgender or gender
nonconforming in school (K–12), 78% reported harassment, and 31% said they had been
harassed by faculty or staff. 35% reported having been physically assaulted. Multiracial
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respondents reported the highest rates of harassment (83%) and physical assault (45%). More
than half (51%) of respondents who said they had been harassed, physically or sexually
assaulted, or expelled because of their gender identity/expression reported having attempted
suicide at some point in their lives (Grant et al., 2011). Since the adults were asked questions
about their childhood and adolescence, these results may be limited by recall bias, but they are
alarming nonetheless.
A survey by Egale Canada distributed between December 2007 and June 2009 to
Canadian LGBT students in grades 7–12 yielded similar results. Of the students who identified
as transgender, 74% said they were verbally harassed due to their gender expression, 52% felt
unsafe in locker rooms and bathrooms, and 37% said they were physically harassed or assaulted
(Taylor et al., 2011). In contrast to the GLSEN School Climate survey from 2013, in which a
total of 24.4% of LGBT respondents identified as transgender, gender nonconforming, or other
gender, the Canadian survey reflected that only 3% of LGBT respondents identified as
transgender or two-spirit, which is an Aboriginal term for gender-fluid people who identify with
masculine and feminine genders (Taylor et al., 2011).
The report did not specify how the instrument’s questions about gender and sexuality
were posed, but the results showed that 71% of participants identified as straight, 26% identified
as “lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer, or questioning,” and 3% identified as transgender or two-spirit
(Taylor et al., 2011). The fact that these figures add up to 100% raises the question of whether
respondents were asked to identify their primary LGBT identification rather than being asked
about their gender separate from their sexuality. If so, then the transgender figure may be
disproportionately low. Regardless, the instrument appears to have been limited in that it did not
allow for students to express a gender nonconforming identity other than transgender.
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This limitation is significant because Toomey et al. (2010) found that gender
nonconformity, more than other factors (e.g., same-sex attraction, weight, or race), was
associated with LGBT students’ victimization in school and subsequent depressive symptoms.
The macho gay athlete or the feminine lesbian cheerleader is less likely to experience physical
assault at school due to their compliance with conventional gender norms. Toomey et al.’s
definition of victimization is being “pushed, shoved, slapped, hit, or kicked by someone who
wasn’t just kidding around” (2010, p. 1583). Similarly, Kosciw et al. (2014) reported that among
lesbian, gay, and bisexual cisgender students, those who were gender nonconforming were twice
as likely as their gender conforming peers to report feeling unsafe at school because of their
gender expression (44.7% vs. 22.0%).
Roberts et al. (2013) claim that their longitudinal study was the first to examine the
relationship between childhood gender nonconformity and depression (mediated by
victimization) in a large sample that did not focus solely on LGBT individuals. They use data
from a previous study called the Growing Up Today Study (GUTS), which surveyed 16,882
adolescent and adult children of nurses over a period of 11 years. Roberts et al. (2013) include in
their research 10,655 individuals who had retrospectively indicated gender nonconformity before
age 11 on the GUTS survey. Levels of childhood gender nonconformity were determined based
on responses to questions regarding preferred toys and games, admired TV or movie characters,
make-believe role-playing, and feelings of femininity or masculinity (p. 144). Overall, Roberts et
al. (2013) found that adults who had been gender nonconforming as children were more likely to
display symptoms of probable mild or moderate depression later in life. Corroborating much
earlier findings by Thorne (1993) in her study of gender boundaries perceived, policed, and
sometimes crossed by children, Roberts et al. (2013) found that men who did not conform to
traditional norms of masculinity were the most likely group to become depressed: 16.5% at
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median or below levels of childhood gender nonconformity developed mild or moderate
depressive symptoms as compared to 29.6% in the top decile of childhood gender nonconformity
who developed mild or moderate depressive symptoms. 20 years earlier, Thorne (1993) had
found that girls who crossed gender boundaries—e.g., dressing more like boys or playing boys’
games—did not suffer as much scrutiny or negative judgment as boys who tended toward
traditionally feminine activities and expression.
Roberts et al.’s (2013) research is significant to this study for several reasons. First, it
demonstrates a link between childhood gender nonconformity and elevated risk of depression in
adolescence and adulthood, indicating bullying and violence as mediating effects. Second, it
implies that in the years from elementary school to secondary school the number of gender
nonconforming youth decreases dramatically—from 63% (10,655 out of 16,882 GUTS
respondents) to approximately 2.4%, based on the GLSEN survey. This latter figure represents
24% (who indicated a trans or other non-binary gender identity) of the generally estimated 10%
of the population who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or queer. Such a marked increase in
apparent binary gender conformity in adolescence warrants investigation; thus, I explored this
phenomenon in my study by asking my participants questions about their adolescence. Third,
Roberts et al.’s (2013) research suggests that cisgender, heterosexual people who are gender
nonconforming are as much in need of support as gender nonconforming LGBTQ people.
Overall, Roberts et al. (2013) conclude that 10% of all children—including a smaller percentage
who may be transgender—are at high risk of bullying and violence in school due to gender
nonconformity.
As negative experiences within negative gender climates mount, trans and gender
nonconforming youth tend to disengage, which can lead to emotional and social isolation,
absenteeism, and declining grades, among other adverse social emotional outcomes (Ullman,
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2014; Kosciw et al., 2013; Grossman & D’Augelli, 2006). Grant et al. (2011) conclude, based on
the National Transgender Discrimination Survey, that the “combination of anti-transgender bias
and persistent, structural racism was especially devastating” for trans people of color, especially
transgender African Americans (p. 2). Focus groups conducted by Grossman and D’Augelli
(2006) with 24 transgender youth, 95% of whom were youth of color, inspired their article
“Transgender Youth: Invisible and Vulnerable.” Subjects said they were repeatedly called
homophobic names, were spit on, had things thrown at them, and were regularly propositioned
for sex. For transgender youth, “Attending school was reported to be the most traumatic aspect
of growing up” (p. 122).
Even the seemingly simple act of using the bathroom, which cisgender people who
conform to traditional gender norms take for granted, can be dangerous at worst and bothersome
at best for trans and nonbinary students at any level of schooling. The 2015 GLSEN survey,
analyzed in a 2016 report, asked respondents about scholastic sports and gender-segregated
spaces such as bathrooms and locker rooms. More than one third of LGBTQ students said they
avoided gender-segregated spaces such as bathrooms and locker rooms because they felt unsafe
or uncomfortable. Moreover, LGBTQ students indicated that they felt less comfortable
discussing LGBTQ issues with a gym teacher or coach than any other school personnel (Kosciw
et al., 2016). My own experiences lead me to assume that a significant percentage of the 20.8%
of LGBTQ students who did feel comfortable doing so were lesbian or bisexual cisgender girls; I
loved gym class, and my coaches were among my most trusted mentors. My athletic experiences
in high school and college, though not without frustrating aspects, were positive overall and
certainly contributed to the development of healthy self-esteem and my own unique identity. Jill
Hollembeak (2015), Jane English (1978), and many others have written about the positive impact
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that athletic participation can have on individuals’ physical, social, and psychological wellbeing;
transgender and nonbinary students could certainly benefit from inclusion in school-based sports.
Recommendations for supporting trans students
Although Wells et al.’s (2012) guide for educators does not specifically mention athletics,
it contains recommendations for supporting transgender students in Canadian K–12 schools that
are equally applicable to U.S. primary, secondary, and tertiary educators. The recommendations
closely match those suggested by McGuire and Conover-Williams (2010) and others. Besides
having supportive adults, inclusive curricular focus on LGBTQ identities and issues, and
LGBTQ clubs in schools, the following action steps recommended by Wells et al. (2012, p. 37)
are directly relevant to participation in athletics both in schools and in adult recreational leagues:
•

“Develop and enforce explicit school policies and protocol” that prohibit
discrimination and harassment based on gender identity and gender
expression, honor students’ preferred names and pronoun identifications, and
respect confidentiality of students and families. Ensure that dress codes are
gender non-specific.

•

“Provide trans students access to bathrooms and locker rooms that match
their consistently articulated gender identity.” If trans or gender
nonconforming students do not feel safe using those spaces, provide
alternative multi-gender or single-user bathrooms and changing rooms.

Regulating trans participation in athletics
Heeding Wells et al.’s (2012) guidelines in athletic contexts would certainly send a strong
message of inclusion to trans and nonbinary participants. However, attempts by various
governing bodies to develop trans-inclusive sports policies have been widely criticized. Trans
activists tend to fault scholastic, collegiate, and Olympic policies, for example, as being
discriminatory due in large part to their focus on medical testing and treatments (e.g., Love,
2014) and to their prevalent—and contested—discourse about unfair competitive advantage
(e.g., Gleaves & Lehrbach, 2016). On the other hand, some advocates for women’s sports fear
that embracing trans participants will diminish opportunities for cisgender girls and women; in
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addition to the “it’s not fair” and “it’s not safe” arguments, this concern may also reflect a sense
of entitlement among cisgender women, buoyed by Title IX, to athletic spaces of their own.
The first transgender athlete to be accused publicly of possessing an unfair competitive
advantage over her cisgender peers was U.S. tennis player Renée Richards in the 1970s. After
transitioning to female in adulthood, Richards competed in nine women’s tournaments, winning
two and finishing second in three before a journalist outed her as transgender (Katz & Luckinbill,
2017). Many professional women’s tennis players strongly opposed Richards’s eligibility due to
what they perceived as her “fundamental male identity…and unequal athletic opportunity as a
result of male privilege” (Travers, 2006, p. 433). The USTA subsequently changed its eligibility
policy to require participants to take the Barr body test in order to determine their sex. The
International Olympic Committee (IOC) had been using the genetic Barr body test since 1967
(Vilain et al., 2017). Richards’s Barr results were inconclusive; therefore, she was prohibited
from competing in the 1976 Women’s U.S. Open (Katz & Luckinbill, 2017). She then sued the
USTA for her right to compete in women’s tournaments. Richards won the lawsuit based on a
New York court’s decision that since she was legally recognized as a female and medically
recognized as a female (transsexual), then the USTA should also honor her female identity.
Lawyers Ronald Katz and Robert Luckinbill (2017) praise the decision in an article in Stanford
Law and Policy Review:
Judge Ascione was clearly ahead of his time with his analysis in the Richards
case. He found the concerns expressed by the USTA to be based on “unfounded
fears and misconceptions” that were trumped by the “overwhelming medical
evidence” that Dr. Richards was female. He reached the fact-specific conclusion
that Dr. Richards was female and, as a result, she was allowed to play in the U.S.
Open female draw. He did not, however, provide any generally applicable
protocol that could be applied in subsequent cases (p. 231).
Ascione’s ruling may not be as progressive as Katz and Luckinbill suggest since it is still steeped
in the normative binary implication that people are factually and medically either female or male.
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More than 40 years later, protocols governing the inclusion or exclusion of transgender
athletes are still the subject of much debate. The IOC approved a policy in 2004 that allowed
transgender women to compete in women’s events if they met certain physiological criteria and
if they demonstrated that they identified as women in all aspects of their lives—not just in
athletic contexts. The physiological criteria included a controversial mandate that the athlete
complete sex reassignment surgery (which trans people and allies now call gender affirming
surgery) before being eligible to compete as a woman (Olympic News, 2004). In 2015 the IOC
removed the surgical requirement, having concluded: “To require surgical anatomical changes as
a pre-condition to participation is not necessary to preserve fair competition and may be
inconsistent with developing legislation and notions of human rights” (Zeigler, 2016a, para. 8,
1E). The new guidelines still mandate hormone replacement therapy (HRT) for transgender
women in order to reduce testosterone, but the waiting period is now only one year of HRT
instead of two. While this revision includes supportive language vis-à-vis trans people (“It is
necessary to ensure insofar as possible that trans athletes are not excluded from the opportunity
to participate in sporting competition”), the next sentences clearly show the IOC’s “level playing
field” priority: “The overriding sporting objective is and remains the guarantee of fair
competition. Restrictions on participation are appropriate to the extent that they are necessary
and proportionate to the achievement of that objective” (Zeigler, 2016a, para. 8, 1C, 1D). The
implication is that trans people are welcome to participate—unless they win.
In April 2018, the cis male coach of a cis female weightlifter competing in the 2018
Commonwealth Games protested a trans rival’s presence in the competition though she was
eligible based on IOC policy. "‘A man is a man and a woman is a woman, and I know a lot of
changes have gone through, but in the past Laurel Hubbard used to be a male champion
weightlifter,’ Wallwork told reporters before the competition began Monday. ‘The strength is
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still there and I think it's very unfair, and for all females it's unfair’" (Young, 2018, paras. 13-14).
Like Renée Richards, who lost in the first round of the 1977 Women’s U.S. Open, Hubbard did
not medal in the 2018 Commonwealth Games. She did lift more than her competitors in the first
event but then suffered a severe elbow injury that forced her to withdraw. Despite the lack of
empirical evidence that transgender women dominate women’s athletic competitions, many
people still cry foul based on “unfounded fears and misconceptions,” as the judge concluded in
the case of Renée Richards.
The testosterone dilemma
These fears and misconceptions are based on the common perception that testosterone
determines athletic superiority. This perception is rooted in a metaphorical—not medical—
concept of the growth hormone as a symbol of masculinity though it naturally occurs, as estrogen
does, in people of all genders. Thus, testosterone, as a growth hormone, gets bundled into the
same category as blood doping, steroids, and other banned “unfair” substances. Canadian
kinesiology professor Sarah Teetzel (2006) found significant differences in the effects of blood
doping as compared to the effects of transgender hormone therapies. Her well-designed study is
cited in the literature on transgender participation in sports as evidence that testosterone levels
either before or after hormone therapies do not necessarily confer a significant physiological
advantage (e.g., Anderson & Travers, 2017). Some transmasculine athletes (i.e., those who do
not identify with the female gender they were assigned at birth) receiving testosterone injections
report feeling stronger and having more stamina than they did before hormone therapy (e.g.,
Ogilvie, 2017), but these accounts are anecdotal. Testosterone injections tend to correspond with
increasingly male body identification; transmasculine athletes in the process of transitioning
might exercise more or push themselves harder in workouts to hasten muscular development that
many see as emblematic of masculinity. Thus, the development of strength may be a self-
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fulfilling prophecy for trans men that may not be primarily attributable to increased testosterone.
More importantly, increased muscle mass does not necessarily translate to more success in
basketball or another sport, for example. Lana Lawless is a transgender golfer who won the right
to play in the LPGA (Ladies Professional Golf Association); she never won a tour event although
she did win the Women’s World Long Drive Championship in 2008 (Buzuvis, 2011). In other
words, her ability to hit off of a tee farther than any other woman that year did not translate to
winning scores in tournaments.
One trans athlete taking testosterone expresses that he cannot in good conscience
continue to play on women’s softball teams during his transition because he does not want to be
seen as a cheater. He has internalized the assumption—or at least the perception—that
testosterone gives him an advantage over his cisgender female peers. When asked how he feels
when he is running, says, “At times I can feel the T[estosterone] pumping through my veins. I
feel powerful and more connected to my body. With each run I can feel my muscles becoming
more defined. I can feel my muscles work harder. I feel my body becoming me with each run”
(McCormack & Hanold, 2017, p. 35). Although this is a poignant and poetic illustration of how
satisfying it is for many trans people to bring their physiology more in line with their internal
gender identity, it is not empirical evidence that testosterone—either pre-hormone therapy for
trans women or post-hormone therapy for trans men—confers an unfair competitive advantage in
sports. It is doubtful that this runner can literally feel testosterone coursing through his veins;
however, when combined with exercise, testosterone has been found to increase muscle mass in
both cisgender men (Bhasin et al., 1996) and transgender men (Deutsch, n.d.). Teetzel (2006)
cautions that the extent to which this increased muscle mass bestows a significant competitive
advantage in a given sport is debatable.
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Cisgender women have muscles and testosterone in their bodies, too, but so as to conform
to heteronormative femininity standards, many women, both trans and cis, downplay their
strength. More women would no doubt develop bigger muscles if society valued muscles in
women as it does in men. Far from being lauded, though, muscular female athletes face scrutiny
and censure. They are suspected of being men—or lesbians (Griffin, 1998)—or of taking banned
substances. Women’s professional basketball star Brittney Griner is the target of continuous
insults due to her athleticism as well as her height (6’8”), deep voice, and muscular arms. A USA
Today sports reporter notes, “to this day [Griner] endures online jabs questioning her femininity
among other things” (Gleeson, 2013, para. 35).
Caster Semenya, a cisgender elite South African middle-distance runner, is widely
discussed in trans sports literature (e.g., Katz & Luckinbill, 2017; Vilain et al., 2017) because her
muscular body and sudden dominance in 800-meter races in 2008–2009 led some of her
competitors at the time to question her femininity—and thus her eligibility for women’s races.
The question of Semenya’s eligibility was the impetus for the IAAF’s subsequent revision of its
gender verification policy. After being subjected to invasive sex testing, public excoriation, and a
yearlong wait for an official eligibility decision, she was cleared by the International Association
of Athletics Federations (IAAF). Semenya has intersex characteristics that cause
hyperandrogenism, which means that her body produces and responds to more testosterone than
the average cis female. Her naturally occurring testosterone levels were below the new IAAF
maximum of 10 nanomoles per liter in women—an amount at the low end of the normal cis male
range (Vilain et al., 2017), which is quite wide: between 10 nmol/L and 35 nmol/L (GID.info).
The normal range of naturally occurring testosterone in cis females is proportionally much
wider: between .2 nmol/L and 2.98 nmol/L (GID.info). This suggests that it is considered
“normal” for one woman to have 14.9 times more or less naturally occurring testosterone than
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another woman and for a man to have 3.5 times more or less than another man. Critics condemn
hormone regulation in sport based on ethical concerns as well as the multiplicity of factors
determining one’s sex and/or gender, which make it infeasible to use only one measure to assign
an athlete to a particular sex division (e.g., Buzuvis, 2011).
Discussion of athletic policies that governing bodies have revised with the ostensible goal
of achieving a level playing field recurs in literature related to trans sport participation.
Following the IAAF’s Semenya-inspired regulations on hyperandrogenism, Indian sprinter Dutee
Chand was banned by—and then challenged—the Athletics Federation of India (AFI) over her
right to compete as a woman. Chand’s testosterone levels exceeded 10 nmol/L, but she regained
her eligibility primarily due to the Court of Arbitration for Sport’s conclusion that the IAAF and
AFI policy was “based on the false premise that there is a relationship between testosterone and
athletic performance” (Vilain et al., 2017, p. 165). Importantly, Teetzel (2017) notes that
challenges to Chand’s and Semenya’s femininity are undergirded by “racialized notions of the
hyperphysicality of brown and black bodies” (p. 75). Several years before, Adjepong and
Carrington (2014) also highlighted the “racialized ways that gender is policed on the sporting
field” (p. 173) in their analysis of insulting public and media reactions to successful Black
female athletes such as Semenya, the Williams sisters, and 1950s tennis star Althea Gibson. Like
binary genderist assumptions, ingrained racial biases must also be critically interrogated—
queered—as part of any effort to increase inclusivity and opportunity in sports.
It would appear that Semenya’s body is still being skeptically scrutinized; the IAAF’s
April 2018 announcement of a reduced ceiling of 5 nmol/L of testosterone in competitors eligible
for women’s track and field events is applicable, curiously, only to 400-meter, 800-meter, and
1500-meter races. The official policy states, “We have seen in a decade and more of research that
7.1 in every 1,000 elite female athletes in our sport have elevated testosterone levels, the
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majority are in the restricted events covered by these regulations” (Sport24, 2018, para. 22).
South African Sports Minister Tokozile Xasa condemns the new regulations as “very sexist,
racial, and homophobic” (Eyewitness News, 2018, para. 7) because Semenya is Black and
married to a woman. Under the new rule, she will have to take hormones to keep her testosterone
levels below 5 nmol/L at all times—not just during competitions—in order to maintain her
eligibility.
The IAAF regulations claim to apply to athletes whose legal gender is female or intersex;
they do not specifically mention nonbinary people. However, their focus on androgen levels,
hormone treatments, and “legal” sex may pave the way for nonbinary athletes to be eligible to
compete in women’s track and field events. The IAAF press release states:
The new regulations require any athlete who has a Difference of Sexual
Development (DSD) [e.g., hyperandrogenism] that means her levels of circulating
testosterone (in serum) are five (5) nmol/L or above and who is androgensensitive to meet the following criteria to compete in restricted events in an
international competition (or set a world record in a restricted event at
competition that is not an international competition):
a) she must be recognized at law either as female or intersex (or equivalent);
b) she must reduce her blood testosterone level to below five (5) nmol/L for a
continuous period of at least six months (e.g., by use of hormonal
contraceptives); and
c) thereafter she must maintain her blood testosterone level below five (5)
nmol/L continuously (ie: [sic] whether she is in competition or out of
competition) for so long as she wishes to remain eligible (Sport24, 2018).
Nonbinary is not “equivalent” to intersex, but presumably a nonbinary athlete whose androgen
levels are within the acceptable range could be eligible to compete in international women’s
events under these guidelines as long as sport remains segregated into men’s and women’s
divisions.
Hurdles and hope: Perspectives of/on transgender and nonbinary athletes
Two 2020 transgender Olympic hopefuls in women’s cycling disagree about the fairness
of androgen regulation, according to a recent USA Today article (Gleeson & Brady, 2018).
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Rachel McKinnon believes the policy violates her human rights, but Jillian Bearden, who has a
good chance of making the 2020 U.S. Olympic cycling team, concedes that testosterone can
increase a cyclist’s stamina. She wants to compete—and, ideally, win—while being able to
assure her rivals and the general public that she is taking steps to mitigate the advantage of the
testosterone that naturally occurred in her body before she began hormone replacement therapy
in 2015. She has recorded slower times since her transition to female, but she still endures
transphobic insults and even death threats (Gleeson & Brady, 2018). This helps to explain
McKinnon’s reluctance to yield to ignorant cisgender people who do not understand the nuances
of trans people’s identities and experiences: “By catering to cisgender people’s views, that
furthers transgender people’s oppression” (Gleeson & Brady, 2018, para. 10), she says. She
draws a parallel to the racial desegregation of sports despite the visceral opposition of many
white people. Her nonbinary teammate Scottie Pendleton, who uses they/them pronouns and
currently races in men’s events, offers this opinion, “I think any time you exclude anybody
because they are different—regardless of how or why they are different—you’re discriminating”
(Gleeson & Brady, 2018, para. 32). Because transgender and nonbinary identities are not widely
understood and affirmed, it is assumed that trans people possess an unfair advantage in sports,
yet the presence of excessively tall players in basketball, for example, is not considered unfair.
LBGT author and activist Cyd Zeigler (2016b) argues that opposition to trans
participation in sports is a double standard based on transphobia. His book, Fair Play: How
LGBT Athletes Are Claiming Their Rightful Place in Sports, is mostly about ending the stigma
and silence around gay—and, to a lesser extent, lesbian and bisexual—athletes, but he devotes
one insightful chapter to trans athletes. Zeigler (2016b) says the vitriol endured by mixed martial
arts fighter Fallon Fox after she disclosed her transgender identity is the worst he has ever seen
in his many years of extensive research and personal experience regarding LGBT athletes. Fox
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had transitioned medically six years before becoming a professional MMA fighter and had been
taking transfeminine hormones for ten years. This is five times longer than the waiting period
mandated by the Association of Boxing Commissions (and 10 times longer than the IOC’s most
recent policy) to be eligible for women’s competition. However, promoters, journalists, and cis
fighters both male and female vehemently opposed her inclusion in women’s MMA, calling her,
for example, “a [expletive] man” (Zeigler, 2016b, p. 186) and a “lying, sick, sociopathic,
disgusting freak” (p. 187).
Less hateful rationalizations for her exclusion were, for example, arguments that her
endogenous testosterone caused greater bone density and muscle mass than cisgender women
have. Zeigler (2016b) refutes the first argument by pointing out that bone density varies greatly
in bodies, particularly in people of different races, and besides, if bone density were a clear
predictor of success in fighting, the MMA would class athletes by bone density in addition to
weight. To rebut the second argument, Zeigler explains that Dutch cisgender boxer Lucia Rijker
“was able to generate more force with her muscles (922 pounds of force) than Manny Pacquiao
(810). And Rijker weighs less than Pacquiao” (pp. 194–195). Many boxing fans consider former
welterweight champion Pacquiao to be one of the greatest pound-for-pound fighters in history
(Katzowitz, 2018); this measure enables comparisons between boxers of different weight classes.
Fox’s ostracism made it difficult for her to find opponents willing to fight her. Even after
beating Fox handily in a 2013 match, Ashlee Evans-Smith protested that Fox had an unfair
advantage—and shortly thereafter Evans-Smith was suspended for having taken a banned
substance (Zeigler, 2016b). Fox followed the rules and yet was accused of cheating by a fighter
who broke the rules; such is the illogical nature of transphobia. Before hearing of the suspension,
Fox responded to Evans-Smith’s accusation in Outsports, an LGBTQ-focused sports news
website founded by Zeigler:
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It's apparent to me that many people see me as "transgender" and not "woman,"
meaning they don't look at me as female, they don't look at me as male, they look
at me as something "other". How rude and uneducated! All of this
"misgendering" because they are not used [to] experiencing a trans woman.
I am not an "other." I am female, a woman. I am classified as a
transgender woman or transsexual woman. The terms simply label the type of
woman that I am. Black woman, white woman, lesbian woman, and straight
woman are other examples of labels we put on different types of women. Saying
that I should be segregated in a class of only trans women is ignorant and
discriminatory. It's much like how they tried to say that black women shouldn't be
allowed in track when they first competed (Fox, 2013, para. 10).
Fox’s lament appears to support a call for more empirical research into the lived experiences of
transgender people—and athletes, in particular—in order to combat the general cis public’s
misconceptions about trans identities and issues. Based on interviews with ten participants,
United Kingdom scholars Hargie, Mitchell, and Somerville (2017) found exclusion to be central
to trans people’s experiences in sports and physical activity—whether in locker rooms, school
activities, or public recreation spaces. In a statement that became the title of the study, one
participant says, “People have a knack of making you feel excluded if they catch on to your
difference, they pull their child away like you’re a sex offender or something” (p. 232). This
visceral reaction recalls the transphobic insults hurled at Fallon Fox by ignorant cis people who
apparently were disgusted and angered by her mere presence.
Semerjian and Cohen’s (2006) exploration of four trans and/or genderqueer athletes’
narratives through a queer theoretical lens concludes that there is a need for “reconsideration,
and queering, of the binary gender categories that organize and are repeatedly reinscribed in
sport” (p. 42). One genderqueer participant in the study sees his sport, figure skating, as a vehicle
to express and embody both his masculinity and femininity; Alyn uses male pronouns and yet
describes his gender transition not as female to male (FTM), per se, but as “female to me, […]
coming home to my body” (p. 39). Although Alyn’s experiences have not always been positive,
it is heartening to see that trans participation in sport is not always characterized by exclusion.
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Given that the 2018 Winter Olympics featured openly gay U.S. skater Adam Rippon as a
prominent storyline, it is not surprising that figure skating is one of the more inclusive sports for
LGB—and T individuals. Lesbian recreational softball leagues are another, but the inclusion of
transgender women (and men) did not occur without controversy as cisgender women-loving
women sought cis women-only spaces free of sexism and masculine privilege (Travers, 2006).
Revisiting an earlier study, Travers and Deri (2011) conclude that inclusive lesbian softball
leagues that welcome participants of all gender identities “are providing a window onto a less
sex-binary-based sporting future” (p. 503). However, Travers and Deri (2011) also note
important flash points that problematize both lesbian sports leagues’ trans policies and
potentially new ways of organizing mainstream sports, namely the previously discussed
controversy over testosterone as well as the multiplicity of trans identities that may lead, for
example, some trans men who now identify as straight to feel more comfortable playing in
lesbian softball leagues with lesbians, with whom they share social and perhaps sexual history.
Other trans men may identify as gay and feel more at home in men’s leagues, and of course,
trans women have similarly varied affinities. One transgender participant calls himself “a guy
who is half lesbian” (Travers, 2006, p. 440), thus illuminating the complexity of gender and
sexual identity.
In mainstream sports (i.e., not
LGBTQ rec leagues), too, every trans
person’s complex and unique journey
to becoming themselves can make
fitting them into sex-segregated sports

Figure 7. 2015 Men’s Duathlon Nationals (Z. Heinemann)

categories problematic. Chris Mosier (Figure 7), a transgender man and activist who is expected
to qualify for the 2020 Olympics in the men’s triathlon, resisted taking hormones for years
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because he was highly successful in women’s events, but like the aforementioned Harvard
swimmer Schuyler Bailar, racing as a woman ultimately was at odds with his male gender
identity. On the other hand, Bates College hammer thrower Keelin Godsey and George
Washington University basketball player Kye Allums competed as transgender men in NCAA
women’s sports, and nonbinary swimmer G Ryan excels on the University of Michigan’s
women’s team. Recalling the many hurdles trans people face in schools as well as the benefits
sports participation can provide, it follows that trans students should be encouraged to play high
school sports—and strive to play in college and beyond. Athletes at all levels can turn to
TransAthlete.com, a comprehensive website founded by Mosier, to find links to various
organizational, state, national, and international policies governing transgender
inclusion/exclusion in sports.
Fostering inclusion in scholastic and collegiate sports
Policies governing scholastic sports in the United States are trending toward transgender
inclusivity. As of May 2019, Connecticut is one of 18 states with athletic policies deemed by
Mosier to be “fully inclusive” because they do not require medical intervention for trans athletes
to participate in accordance with their gender identity (TransAthlete.com, n.d.). Although these
policies are still problematically grounded in binary assumptions about gender, their language
does explicitly support transgender, if not nonbinary, student-athletes’ participation.
Connecticut’s athletic policies follow comprehensive guidelines published by the Connecticut
Safe School Coalition (CSSC) that explain how to comply with state non-discrimination laws.
The language of the CSSC’s (n.d.) report is unequivocal:
Transgender students should be permitted to participate in sex-segregated athletic
activities based on their gender identity. Denying students such an opportunity is
likely to result in their inability to participate in sports and gym programs
altogether and risks exposing the school to liability under the law. Schools are
reminded that physical education programs including gym classes and school
teams are educational opportunities and critical to developing optimal student
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health, self-esteem and well-being. To the extent that they are also competitive
activities, students enjoy a range of athletic benefits based on their individual
attributes (height, speed, agility, etc.). There is no educationally sound or
principled justification for denying transgender students athletic opportunities
[emphasis added] and no empirical reason to believe transgender students have
any particular athletic advantage because of their ability to participate based on
their gender identity rather than on their assigned birth sex (p. 9).
The CSSC report suggests that any justification for excluding trans athletes is educationally
unsound, empirically unfounded, and generally unprincipled. Unfortunately for trans athletes,
public opinion tends not to be as principled. Case in point: there was controversy in Connecticut
over two transgender sprinters who won medals at the 2018 girls’ state high school track and
field championships. Their cisgender opponents cried foul, saying it was not fair that their bodies
did not have as much testosterone as their trans opponents’ and that they had trained hard only to
lose due to what they perceived to be unfair biological advantages. The trans girls were eligible
to compete according to the Connecticut Interscholastic Athletic Conference’s policy (based on
the CSSC’s recommendations), but those who protested the rules as unfair did not see the trans
girls as girls, but rather as male-bodied athletes. The arguments against letting transgender girls
play on girls’ sports teams tend to prioritize the safety, bodies, and rights of cisgender girls—
often in paternalistic ways—over those of trans girls. This invalidates trans identities and
oversimplifies the complicated range of physiological, psychological, and environmental factors
that comprise one’s gender.
The experiences of the Connecticut youths, Renée Richards, Caster Semenya, and Fallon
Fox, among others, show that the mere presence of an inclusive policy far from guarantees a
positive experience for trans people. The National School Boards Association’s (2017)
guidelines regarding transgender student-athletes defer to state policies but imply that a trans
student’s rights must be balanced with the comfort and rights of cisgender students. The NSBA
cautions that whether or not the state has an inclusive policy, “the participation of a transgender
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student on the team aligned with the student’s gender identity may raise concerns from parents,
students, and opposing teams who cite safety issues or complaints of unfair advantage” (p. 13).
For physical education and other sex-segregated activities, the NSBA “ideally” recommends
giving trans students the same opportunities as cis students but in the same sentence backtracks
to say a school board’s decision about a trans student’s participation “must carefully consider
social, community and legal issues related to privacy, safety, and constitutional protections” (p.
13). In other words, trans students’ participation in sports and other school activities is
conditional and restricted in ways that cis students’ participation is not—which is not the same
thing as equal opportunity.
State and school policies generally allow transgender young men to compete in boys’
sports with some exceptions; for example, Texas high school wrestler Mack Beggs takes
testosterone deemed medically necessary to affirm his male gender identity and yet is forced to
compete against girls because his sex is listed as female on his birth certificate (Boren, 2018).
Carroll’s (2010/2017) recommendations for including trans students in high school and college
athletics are based on the premise that “[p]roviding equal opportunities in all aspects of school
programming is a core value in education” (p. 146). Although the United States is far from
achieving equal opportunity in education, I agree it is a worthy aspirational goal that is as
relevant to trans students as to any other social group. Carroll (2010/2017) also notes that
participation in scholastic and collegiate athletics serves the vital educational purpose of
“teach[ing] students how to participate and be good citizens in an increasingly diverse society, as
well as how to interact respectfully with others” (p. 147). Lucas-Carr and Krane (2011) concur,
adding that sports psychologists and coaches can help to promote “inclusive excellence” (p. 544)
by underscoring respect for diversity as a team goal that can contribute to the team’s success.
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Educational implications
Administrators interested in creating schools that are more inclusive of transgender,
nonbinary, and other gender nonconforming students should explore opportunities to
deemphasize binary sex segregation in sports and other school activities. In the Journal of
Teacher Education, Kat Rands (2009) appeals to educators and future educators to replace oldfashioned, binary gender stereotypes with a “gender-complex approach” (p. 419) that specifically
addresses the needs of transgender students. Such a gender-complex approach in athletics has the
potential to benefit not only trans and nonbinary athletes but cisgender girls and women and nonhegemonic men as well. The “scarce benefits” of sports, as described by Jane English (1978),
will still be reserved for the crème de la crème of elite athletes of different gender identities, but
a large majority of students and citizens will enjoy the “basic benefits” such as health, fun, selfrespect, and the development of skills and positive attributes (English, 1978). These outcomes
could conceivably be even more beneficial to trans students than they are to cis students, given
the significant barriers to school success and safety that trans students often face.
Since boys’, girls’, men’s, and women’s sports are not likely to disappear anytime soon,
current educational leaders must be bold in advocating for the rights of trans and nonbinary
students to participate in sex-segregated sports. Working to make schools more inclusive of trans
and nonbinary student-athletes may simultaneously begin to unravel the sexism and genderism
(and related concepts of homophobia and transphobia) that are woven into the fabric of our
society. Lesbian and gay athletes often (though not always) describe coming out to teammates
and coaches as an overwhelmingly positive experience despite their previous dread about
divulging this aspect of their identity (Zeigler, 2016b). As cisgender student-athletes become
more accustomed to competing with and against transgender student-athletes, I believe that fears
and stereotypes will be diluted, opening the door for the respect and kinship that athletics
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participation can nurture. Thus, educational leaders who understand the complexities of
transgender identities and experiences can be assured, despite the NSBA’s apparent
ambivalence, that advocating for trans student-athletes can benefit all students by contributing to
their development as good global citizens (Carroll, 2010/2017), for example. Athletic
administrators could be agents of change who pave the way for other social institutions and
systems to become more inclusive of trans people, just as collegiate athletics were at the
forefront of the effort to enforce Title IX’s mandate of equal opportunity for girls and women in
education.
Administrators should focus on how—not whether—to include trans students in sexsegregated sports. According to the National Federation of State High School Associations
(2018) mission statement,
Student participation in education-based high school athletics and activities:
• Is a privilege.
• Enriches the educational experience.
• Encourages academic achievement.
• Promotes respect, integrity and sportsmanship.
• Prepares for the future in a global community.
• Develops leadership and life skills.
• Fosters the inclusion of diverse populations.
• Promotes healthy lifestyles and safe competition.
• Encourages positive school/community culture.
• Should be fun.
Transgender and nonbinary students are as deserving of the privilege to participate in school
sports as anyone else. This research study, which counters the scarcity of research on trans
student-athletes, could be a valuable resource to policy makers and educational administrators
who are considering how to include trans students in sex-segregated activities. School leaders
can combine increased awareness and understanding of gender identity gleaned from this study
with their core values of equal opportunity and respect for diversity to meet the challenge of
trans inclusion.
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Given the current binary sex-segregated structure of sports at most levels beyond
elementary school, it may take some time before nonbinary athletes are explicitly named in sport
participation policies, but some people have started to push for change. Michigan swimmer G
Ryan, former Cornell athlete Morgan Dickens, and marathoner Lauren Lubin, all of whom
identify as nonbinary, are advocates for beyond-the-binary visibility. Lubin successfully lobbied
the New York Marathon for the ability to enter the race as neither male nor female (Shadel,
2016) and recently released a documentary series called We Exist to increase awareness of
nonbinary identities and experiences. Although genderqueer people make occasional
appearances in trans literature and are implicitly included under the “transgender” umbrella, I
have not yet seen a study devoted to exploring the lived experiences of nonbinary people.
Clearly, the “queering of sport” (Semerjian & Cohen, 2006; Travers & Deri, 2011) would be a
step in the right direction toward validating nonbinary identities and reversing the message that
they are not welcome in the world of sports—grounded as it currently is in fixed binary,
genderist, sexist, heteronormative, and racialized assumptions about gender.
Queer feminist theory framework
Drawing on Semerjian and Cohen (2006), my research study is only the second that I
know of with the purpose of exploring the experiences of trans athletes within a queer theory
framework. Emergent transgender theory is also relevant to this study, but Spade (2004) equates
transgender theory with activism, urging coalition-building with dis/ability and labor activists,
for example, to lobby for basic human rights for trans people with limited economic resources.
Although research suggests that trans people disproportionately suffer from housing and food
insecurity, unemployment, and healthcare challenges, my study is not directly concerned with
exploring these issues. Rather, I highlight the diversity and complexity of trans identities and
experiences in hopes of increasing support and opportunities for trans people in educational
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institutions—specifically in school-based sports, though creating a more hospitable place in
athletics and education for trans people is an equity issue with relevance to other domains as
well. This research project bears the stamp of my feminist sensibility, honed since early
childhood, but it also challenged my own historically binary thinking about gender. I approached
the study within a conceptual framework of queer feminist theory that was both suspicious of
prescribed gender mandates and also conscious of systemic sexist and genderist hegemony that is
internalized to some degree in all people. Through a feminist lens, I interrogated gendered
experience and sexual difference (Simms & Stawarska, 2014), but that lens was tinged with
queer theory as I sought to blur (or “queer”) boundaries of sex and gender to consider the
possibility of a more nuanced understanding of gender identity.
Nearly 40 years ago, psychologist Carol Gilligan explored personalities of women after
having noticed a distinct masculine bias in developmental theories. Women as a group had not
been studied except to show their propensity for hysteria. Gilligan (2011) writes, “men were the
measure of humanity, and autonomy and rationality (“masculine” qualities) were the markers of
maturity” (para. 6). Thus, people who demonstrated “feminine” qualities of empathy and concern
scored lower on measures of moral development than those with “masculine” qualities (Gilligan,
1982). As she looks back at her groundbreaking 1982 work, In a Different Voice, Gilligan (2011)
once again condemns patriarchal binary discourse that elevates men and subjugates women, but
she does not discuss nonbinary or transgender identities. Still, my study heeds Gilligan’s call to
amplify voices that previously have not been heard; her feminist psychological theory of “a
different voice” provides an uncannily applicable framework for my study of trans and
nonbinary people in athletic contexts. “The different voice,” writes Gilligan (2011), “arises from
joining reason with emotion, self with relationships. Undoing patriarchal splits and hierarchies, it
articulates democratic norms and values: the importance of everyone having a voice, being
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listened to carefully, and heard with respect” (para. 21). Like Gilligan, I endeavored to expose
patriarchal and genderist bias—in athletics and, more generally, in Western society—by listening
to voices often ignored. The problem of how to include trans and nonbinary people in sports
recalls Gilligan’s (1982) challenge of reconciling conflicting ethics of justice and care. Selfcentered arguments that dispute the fairness of trans women playing on women’s sports teams,
for example, are at odds with relational viewpoints that tout the societal benefits of respect for
diversity.
Nonbinary people embody Gilligan’s desire to reframe personality traits as human rather
than as gendered masculine or feminine. In resisting binary gender labels, they call attention to
gender as a socially engineered system that limits human development and expression. Since it
will take some time to dismantle dominant binary cultural discourse about gender, there may be
some inconvenient conflict. For example, if the gender-neutral pronoun “they” ever becomes the
norm, or default pronoun, the dominant (masculine) culture is likely to adopt it as their own, and
cis women could become further marginalized. In the meantime, though, nonbinary people can
perhaps teach psychologists and educators to question our internalized tendency to sort not only
people into binary boxes but also colors, objects, behaviors, thoughts, emotions, toys, clothing,
activities, career paths, and so on. Nearly everything is gendered, including all nouns in
languages such as French (Wilchins, 2002). Even as athletes such as the women on the U.S.
national soccer team have begun to demand equal treatment in the patriarchal sports field,
hierarchical gendered discourse persists due to what Gilligan (2011) calls “the tenacity of
patriarchy” (para. 25). She links an ethic of care to democratic principles, which I believe should
inform decisions and attitudes about sports participation.
My binary-wary research also resonates with queer theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s
(1990) claim that reductive binary definitions of homosexuality and heterosexuality influence
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cultural assumptions about dozens of other dichotomous concepts. Her only categorical
imperative in Epistemology of the Closet is “pursuing an antihomophobic inquiry” (p. 14); mine
was to pursue an intersectional feminist inquiry that was anti-transphobic. This effort required
consistent attention to issues of race and ethnicity through my window of white privilege as I did
not want to repeat the oversight of first- and second-wave feminists who marginalized their
Black and Brown sisters (Crenshaw, 1989). As I anticipated prior to conducting this study, my
interviews with trans and nonbinary recreational athletes illuminated numerous negative
consequences of what Butler (2004) calls binary gender regulations. This study also resonated
with Sedgwick’s (1990) analysis of how ignorance can be used as a tool of oppression—such as
in rape cases in which a man claims not to know a woman was resisting his advances or in
defenses of homophobic men who have perpetrated violence on gay men based on the
assumption (often mistaken) that the gay man was flirting with the homophobic one. In these
examples, the straight man’s lack of knowledge about the Other allows him to maintain both
authority and innocence—a decidedly more difficult outcome for non-male, non-straight, noncis, non-white people. The cultural codes of sport, like those of gender and sexuality, were
developed within a patriarchal binary structure that assigns power and privilege to certain people
(i.e., white, cisgender, heterosexual men) at the expense of others; language is the tool by which
these and other cultural norms are codified and maintained.
Juxtaposing a queer theory filter on to my feminist lens, my study followed Butler’s
(1988) lead in pushing the boundaries of language while exploring gender performances: “Just as
a script may be enacted in various ways, and just as the play requires both text and interpretation,
so the gendered body acts its part in a culturally restricted corporeal space and enacts
interpretations within the confines of already existing directives” (p. 526). It is fascinating to
note the many dimensions of my study that are represented in Butler’s analogy. First, when I
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substitute the word “playbook” or “game plan” for “script” in the passage, it becomes as relevant
to sports as it is to theatre. In either setting, the “player” has been assigned a scripted gender. The
person who occupies the body interprets their gender however they see fit, but how they express
it takes into account what they and others have previously experienced or understood about
gender—as well as what they understand about the context of their performance, whether
theatrical, athletic, or other. Furthermore, there is the problem of using language (and its own set
of prescribed rules) to represent or narrate abstract aspects of gender, particularly when these
abstractions have not been widely acknowledged or understood. Finally, there is the notion of
interstices—space and in-between spaces—both inside and outside of the body and inside and
outside of contextual norms for theatre and sports.
The participants in my study negotiate cultural corporeal restrictions on sports they play
and public spaces they occupy as they develop atypical gender identities. The nonbinary
participants’ gender is particularly interstitial, but the two trans men also recognize the nonbinary
aspects of their masculine gender identity. Because they were socialized as girls but identify as
men, their gender identities are interstitially located somewhere between the binary poles of
man/woman. The “poles” are somewhat arbitrary, though, since gender is a social construction.
Henry Rubin (2003) insists on calling post-op trans men transsexuals because their gender has
not changed; they have always had the sense that they were not girls or women, but rather, boys
or men. Their understanding of their gender may have evolved, but only their biological sex has
changed, thanks to various surgical and hormonal modifications to their bodies. My study echoes
others that show that there is no single or “right” way to be transgender. A trans man who has not
had any type of surgery is no less a man than a trans man who has had hormone therapy, a
double mastectomy, vaginectomy, hysterectomy, metoidioplasty, scrotoplasty, urethroplasty,
and/or phalloplasty. With all these options (and more) available, and with 1 in 1,000 babies born
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with ambiguous intersex genitalia (Green, 2004), “biological” sex is a less fixed, less binary, and
less empirically biological category than we have been led to believe. In other words,
“biological” sex is a social construct like gender or race, which may have biological
characteristics, but the meaning attached to those characteristics has been assigned by social
engineers with membership in the dominant culture.
Like Butler’s rich metaphor, Merleau-Ponty’s (1962/2012) phenomenological analysis of
“The body as expression, and speech” (Ch. 6) is also highly relevant to my study. My
hermeneutical interpretation of participants’ narratives was complicated by the fact that
sufficient language does not yet exist to fully explain their internal understandings of gender
identity. Merleau-Ponty reasons, “The musical meaning of a sonata is inseparable from the
sounds which are its vehicle” (p. 182). It is our experience of the performance that creates
meaning, which both is carried by and transcends the individual notes. In music, the sum
(performance) is greater than its parts (e.g., instruments, sounds, technique and passion of
musicians). In sports, the sum (performance) is greater than its parts (e.g., equipment, kinesthetic
movement, technique and passion of athletes). Gender performance, too, is more than the sum of
body parts, accessories, movements, and language to express them. My challenge with this
research was to interpret and portray in words—with some supplemental images where ethically
and pedagogically appropriate—what my participants say, demonstrate, and feel about their
identities and experiences.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

(berklee.edu/people)

Social science portraiture was the most apt methodology for my

Figure 8. Portrait(ist)

purpose of portraying complex identities through narrative. Harvard
sociologist Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot (Figure 8) conceived of this
qualitative research approach in the early 1980s and has used it to
create, for example, portraits of schools, individuals, and abstract

concepts such as respect. She teamed up with Harvard visual arts educator Jessica Hoffmann
Davis to present the methodology in detail in The Art and Science of Portraiture (1997).
According to the co-authors, portraiture is a blend of phenomenology, ethnography, oral history,
narrative inquiry, and art that centers people and their experiences in social, historical, and
cultural contexts (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997)
analyze drawings by both children and adults to capture complex emotions that language may not
adequately articulate; the researchers emphasize the potential of images to enhance
understanding—especially of complex and abstract concepts. I include a limited number of
images intentionally in this research study to highlight different ways of being transgender, which
was a theme that emerged from the data.
Of the various methodological traditions that are the cornerstones of portraiture, my study
draws most heavily on phenomenology. This portraitist study is phenomenological in the sense
that I did a hermeneutical analysis of my participants’ understandings of their gender and athletic
identity, which did not always match my own views on these socially constructed abstractions
(Moustakas, 1994). I also used inductive reasoning to uncover embodied tension as the
phenomenological essence of being a transgender athlete. This emerging phenomenon, though (in
the literature if not in lived experience), warranted a relatively new methodological approach.
Furthermore, portraiture provides a precedent for the organizational structure of Chapters Four,
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Five, and Six. In The Good High School, which is the culmination of a qualitative inquiry using
portraiture as the methodology, Lawrence-Lightfoot (1983) describes six individual high schools
in groups of two by school type: “urban portraits,” “suburban portraits,” and then “elite portraits.”
The final chapter is a “group portrait” dedicated to exploring the concept of goodness in the six
schools. Likewise, in this project, I present individual portraits of trans men in Chapter Four and
of nonbinary participants in Chapter Five. The composite portrait in Chapter Six features the
voices and experiences of the participants in concert with voices and experiences of other trans
and queer people that are recounted in the existing body of literature. This way of presenting data
responds to sport scholars’ Markula and Denison’s (2005) appeal to researchers “to consider…
more carefully how to represent their research subjects’ experiences” (p. 165). Trans researchers,
in particular, have cautioned against privileging theory over people (e.g., Sumerau & Mathers,
2019); I use queer feminist theory and creative portraitist methodology intentionally to coconstruct “stories from [trans athletes’] experiences to show how their lives are lived and
understood as complete wholes from the inside” (Markula & Denison, 2005, p. 165).
Portraiture was appropriate for this study because it pushes boundaries while emphasizing
the multi-dimensional concept of “voice” as it relates both to researcher and participants. My
voice, like Lawrence-Lightfoot’s in The Good High School, primarily represents “voice as
witness” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) in the individual portraits in Chapters Four and
Five—with intermittent introduction and interpretation—and then shifts to “voice as
interpretation” in the thematic collective portrait in Chapter Six. “The portrait is woven together
through the sequencing of events and the repetition of refrains, but also through the lucidity and
constancy of the narrator’s voice and perspective” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 259). I
re-present the participants’ narratives in chronological sequence in Chapters Four and Five
(though the participants did not “present” their experiences to me chronologically); here, my
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witnessing voice is limited to providing transitions, making editorial choices, and occasionally
paraphrasing. Chapter Six features in-depth analysis of thematic refrains, with my interpretive
voice in harmony with prior scholarship and with the participants’ sport and gender articulations,
or SAGAs. The introduction to Chapter Four explains the symbolism of the SAGA acronym.
Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) explain six distinct dimensions of “voice” in
portraiture: as witness, as interpretation, as preoccupation, as autobiography, in dialogue, and as
something to listen for rather than to. Whereas ethnographers listen to stories, portraitists listen
for stories to highlight the importance of active listening with more than the ears. To do so is to
commit to painting a textured portrait (against an authentic backdrop) that is rich with nuance,
color, tone, rhythm, and vitality (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). My voice and the
participants’ voices were usually in harmony with one another, but at times there was mild
dissonance, such as when one participant corrected an erroneous assumption I had made about his
feelings about being pregnant. The “deviant voice” is a critical piece of the portraiture research
process and was particularly important to listen for as I explored points of tension in the
development of both gender identity and athletic identity. It was challenging to tease out which
aspects of the participants’ narratives were deviant in terms of being at odds with others’
perspectives and which represented a sort of collective deviant stance in the sense of deviating
from cultural norms. Although some shared experiences were evident in the participants’
narratives, each participant has a distinctly unique way of being transgender to go along with their
discrete personalities.
“A sure intention in the methodology of portraiture is capturing—from an outsider’s
purview—an insider’s understanding of the scene” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 25).
My conversations with participants helped me to gain a deep understanding not only of their
perceptions of their own identities but also of the various contexts in which they experience and
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perform various dimensions of their identities. The challenge then became how to re-present those
meanings in the dissertation portrait for a heterogeneous audience of athletes and athletics staff,
trans and cis people, and educators in a variety of disciplines. As the painter/author of the
participants’ portraits, I made deliberate choices in presenting data and findings based on the
goals and techniques of social science portraiture. Methodological rigor in gathering, transcribing,
coding, and analyzing the data grounded my research in science; reflexive creativity shaped its
artistic form. As an “outsider” to trans experience, I listened for and responded to details and
metaphors in dialogue with the participants that were critical to my understanding of the “scene.”
The scene that I depict in this study is not a particular geographical location but rather the context
of binary cultural discourse in which we have all been socialized—and which is particularly
oppressive for trans people, the “insiders” whose perspectives and histories I tried to capture and
re-construct for the readers with various dimensions of my own voice.
In Lawrence-Lightfoot’s portraits of high schools, she uses elements of design to convey
mood, tone, perspective, and meaning through her witnessing voice. It is as if she opens the door
to the school, inviting the reader in to witness the scene with her. Then, in the composite portrait
of “the good high school,” she shifts to a more interpretive, analytical voice that reflects a deep
dive into the essence of the phenomenon. “The voice of the portraitist is poignant with paradox: it
is everywhere and it is judiciously placed; it is central and it is peripheral” (Lawrence-Lightfoot
& Davis, 1997, p. 86). My decision to present this study’s findings in three chapters demonstrates
intentional positioning of my voice. I use it peripherally as I invite readers to witness individual
portraits of the two trans men in Chapter Four and the three nonbinary participants in Chapter
Five. Readers’ assumptions and previous experiences will have a bearing on their reactions to the
portraits; Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis acknowledge that “the final contributor is the reader—
who brings yet another interpretation into the discourse” (1997, p. 118). In these portraits, I
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rendered the lines of data with precise brush strokes, including broader contextual strokes as a
frame to enhance the reader’s understanding of the scene. I move from faithful chronicler in
Chapters Four and Five to analytical museum docent in Chapter Six, where I offer an in-depth
analysis of the data readers have witnessed in the individual portraits, inviting us all to consider
together my composite portrait of transgender athletes.
Research sample and ethical considerations
After submitting an application to conduct this research, I was approved for the study by
the Institutional Review Board at DePaul University. I had profound conversations during the
data collection process that have given me a deeper understanding of my participants’ complex
gender identities. I interviewed five people, all designated female at birth, who identify as athletic
and as transgender. Since the literature review highlights the inherent problems in being trans and
participating in athletics, and since openly transgender scholastic and collegiate athletes are still
rare, I decided to interview transgender adult recreational athletes. Most of my participants are not
principally athletes, but participation in athletics is an important part of their lives. My definition
of “athlete,” for the purposes of this study, is someone who has a keen interest in participating in
one or more sports and who has had some success in one or more sports. I was particularly
excited about interviewing athletic people assigned female at birth because of my own identity as
an athletic, gender nonconforming person assigned female at birth. Another reason for limiting
my sample to people assigned female at birth is that transgender men are an understudied group
who tend to be less visible in society than transgender women; one reason for this is that they are
sometimes mistaken for lesbians (Rubin, 2003; Stein, 2018). Studies and media reports about
nonbinary people are even scarcer.
Through a combination of convenience and snowball sampling, I recruited participants by
first sending individual emails to five people who satisfied the criteria of identifying as
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transgender and as athletic. Lichtman (2013) and others recommend snowball sampling for
finding research subjects with specific and uncommon characteristics. I asked the recipients if
they were willing to participate in my study and also if they could recommend other potential
participants. One did not reply, but four expressed interest, and I was able to recruit another
interested participant through a mutual acquaintance. Another person recommended a peer, but I
ended up not asking him to forward information about the study because there was a relatively
large degree of variation (for example in age, primary sport, gender expression, and race) within
the small sample. Ultimately, I was able to collect sufficient data in two interviews with each of
the five participants from which to develop my dissertation.
Aware of the controversy surrounding the recruitment of friends as research participants, I
decided to interview friends and acquaintances for this study because I believed it would yield
rich data that would allow me to make an important contribution to the education literature on
trans athletes’ identities and experiences. One participant is a longtime friend and former high
school teammate of mine, one is a newer friend and baseball teammate, two I met through mutual
acquaintances who thought, correctly, that they would be good fits for this study, and the last was
a friend 20 years ago, but we had not been in touch except indirectly via Facebook. One
participant is African American, one is Asian American, and the other three are white. Their
current primary athletic interests are diverse: baseball, powerlifting, squash, rock climbing
(bouldering), and CrossFit.
Data collection and analysis
Once I had received signed consent forms via email from each participant, I sent each of
them a short-answer personal data questionnaire. I designed the questionnaire to collect
demographic and other relevant background information (presented in Figure 9) such as age,
ethnicity, and gender identity as well as athletic interests and accomplishments. This opportunity
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for participants to respond in their own words (and time frame) provided written data to inform
targeted interview questions and, later, to supplement the data I collected during the interview
process. Moreover, this left more time in the interviews to probe for rich data, including potential
contradictions—or what Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) call “mixed feelings” (p. 100).
Throughout the research process, I assured participants that they could opt out of any part of the
study at any time and that I would not include anything in the final portrait that they had not
explicitly given me permission to use.

Pseudonym

Gender Identity

Pronouns

Alex

Ze/zir/zirs
No/
(pronounced
genderqueer(ish) zee/zer/zers)

Age

30

Race/
Ethnicity

White

Sexual
Orientation

Athletic Interests
(Current in bold)

Queer

Baseball, softball,
Tae Kwon Do

Ben

Male

He/him/his

54

White

Heterosexual

CrossFit,
basketball, field
hockey and
lacrosse player
and coach

Dylan

Nonbinary

They/them/
theirs

25

White

Pansexual

Powerlifting,
swimming

Kai

Nonbinary/trans

They/them
and any
others

49

Asian
American

Queer

Rock climbing
(bouldering),
basketball, track

Will

Transman/male

He/him/his

21

Black

Straight

Squash, soccer

Figure 9. Participant information

I conducted and audiorecorded two 60-minute semi-structured interviews (Lichtman,
2013) with each participant so as to discuss aspects of their gender identity, athletic identity, and
their experiences of gender and athletic performance while also building rapport and generating
dialogue that ultimately led to co-constructed understandings of gender identity in the context of
athletic participation. Where possible, I conducted in-person interviews in places of the
participants’ choosing. I was able to conduct one interview with an out-of-state participant in
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person, but the other interview with that participant was conducted via video conferencing. For
the other out-of-state participant, video conferencing was not feasible; therefore, I conducted two
phone interviews with that participant. Mindful of using my voice sparingly during the interview
process to probe, develop rapport, and yield generative dialogue, I was pleased that my
participants’ voices took up a large percentage of the airtime (Bailey, 2007). The personal data
sheet and the interviews, which included a dialogue with each participant about an imagined
image of themselves, was a modest triangulation of data collection that allowed me to gain a
thorough understanding of participants’ experiences, to interpret the meanings they make of their
complex identities, and to portray in an authentic way who they are as athletic trans adults. Upon
completion of the second interview, I gave each participant a $20 gift card to Dick’s Sporting
Goods to thank them for participating in the study.
As I gathered the data from the personal data sheet and interviews, I transcribed it and
then used open coding before bundling codes into thematic units. I used NVivo 12 software to
code and analyze the data using qualitative research techniques recommended by Seidman (2006),
Lichtman (2013), and Merriam (2002) in addition to Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997). These
included noticing and reflecting on my assumptions, following the participants’ lead in the
interview process, and reducing a large amount of data to important themes. I was careful to
conduct data collection and analysis in an ethical manner, using pseudonyms for participants and
asking their permission to audiorecord interviews in order to protect their privacy. My process of
reflexivity called my attention to other ethical considerations, including an awareness of how my
own beliefs and experiences of gender and sports might have impacted my ability to hear,
interpret, and retell participants’ perceived experiences and meanings in a way that feels authentic
for them, satisfies me, and respects tenets of qualitative research.
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Reflexivity
Memoing was the primary means through which I engaged in reflection, which some
scholars consider to be the most basic element of reflexivity; in fact, the terms are often used
interchangeably (Finlay, 2002; Medico & Santiago-Delefosse, 2014). Finlay (2002) uses the
metaphor of a swamp to describe the murky ambiguity of the multiple dimensions of reflexivity.
The first is introspection, which is when a researcher reflects on their own experience.
Introspection initially helped me to identify my research topic based on my own passions and
experiences (Moustakas, 1994). During the research process, I periodically recorded memos in the
NVivo data analysis software. One memo reveals my own answer to the interview question,
“What makes you a good athlete?” Another considers my own embodied tension. Throughout the
research process, I used introspection “not as an end in itself but as a springboard for
interpretations and more general insight” (Finlay, 2002, p. 215). Notably, one theme that recurs in
the memos is that of researcher responsibility as I was preoccupied with considerations about my
privileged position and potential biases as a cis researcher painting a portrait of trans participants.
In addition to introspection, I also engaged in two other variants of reflexivity:
intersubjective reflection and mutual collaboration (Finlay, 2002). Finlay addresses these variants
separately, but Medico and Santiago-Delafosse (2014) describe them together as mindful
attention to “the ethical context of research and the place devoted to the [participants]…. In this
context, reflexivity is perceived…as an attitude of collaboration between researchers and research
participants” (p. 352). My relationships with participants whom I have known for a while—in
addition to new friendships—led me to approach the interview process and follow-up member
checking as a collaborative effort to understand participants’ experiences and to portray them
sensitively and insightfully. They are the experts; I am the amateur artist seeking to capture their
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insights—and the friend standing with them. In our dialogue, we react to and reflect on each
other’s thoughts, feelings, questions, and experiences in a mutual interrogation (or queering) of
hegemonic cultural discourse. Here is an example of how Kai (K), whom I’ve known since well
before they came to understand their nonbinary gender identity, and I (S) worked together to coconstruct understanding around the phenomenon of masculine privilege:
K: …I’ve shaped myself into a more assertive person who takes up space, partly because
of actually using masculinity. I mean, it’s like I…
S: Interesting.
K: I know, it’s like I- I regret it sometimes [they laugh] that I- I use and occupy masculine
privilege. I don’t get really sh*tty [teaching] reviews that my female colleagues do, right?
People don’t pick on me in those ways. Um, uh, and so I know that I’m benefiting from
masculine privilege, um, but I also really use it if I need to be seen. So I will just take up
space much more than I used to. And it makes me a little sad because I think I wasn’t
really meant to be that- this kind of person; I think I was meant…
S: Wait- this what person? This kind of person who takes- wants to take up more space?
K: Yeah, I mean I feel like that assertiveness has been as a consequence of a system that IS: Yeah but also probably your lack of assertiveness was also a consequence of the
system, too probably, right?
K: Yeah maybe. Yeah, yeah, that’s true. Maybe inside I’m just an a**hole [we both
laugh].
I think we both learned something from this mutual exploration of masculine privilege. Kai
provided an example of teaching reviews as evidence of how they benefit from masculine
privilege and also revealed that they use it strategically—but they do not feel good about it; they
don’t want to be a jerk. The “system” of binary cisnormativity and their socialization as an Asian
American person assigned female at birth have led them to understand masculine privilege as
something they should not possess. Their humor both deflects and reflects their conflicted
feelings about taking up space; indeed, this theme resonated in my interviews with all participants
as we all struggle to unlearn the message that we should not take up space. We reflexively

69
bounced ideas off of one another as we reacted thoughtfully to questions, anecdotes, observations,
and interpretations of the world we coexist in but experience uniquely.
The participants helped me to understand that to be a transgender athlete is to embrace
complexity, to embody tension, to welcome challenge, to challenge the status quo. To conduct
meaningful qualitative research is, as Bill Ayers urges, “to write into the contradiction” (Nuñez,
Laura, & Ayers, 2014, p. 1). I have no tattoos because I have not yet found one that could
adequately symbolize my own embodied contradiction. My zodiac sign—Gemini, of course—and
yin-yang are close, but they cannot express the totality of, for example, my nerd/jock-ness,
analytical emotionality, collaborative competitiveness, or my complicated experience of
motherhood. Once, long after my childhood Lady-Man effort, I attempted to represent myself by
drawing a vaguely human figure with a violin-shaped body, basketball/woman symbol head,
baseball bat arm, and crossword puzzle legs, among other attributes that I have forgotten. My
memory of this comically awful sketch inspired a hypothetical question for my interview protocol
that elicited profoundly insightful responses from this study’s five participants: If you were
featured on the cover of an inclusive Sports Illustrated magazine, what would that cover look
like?
I anticipated that hearing the participants’ thoughts on this hypothetical situation might be
a way to uncover meaningful connections or divergences between their gender and athletic
identity that they might not have previously considered. I intentionally avoided linking gender
and athletic performance in a targeted “leading” question because I did not want to influence them
to connect the two. Participants knew that I was interviewing transgender athletic adults, but I
separated sports questions and gender questions into two interviews to acknowledge the
possibility that athletic identity was mostly unrelated to gender identity for some or all of the
participants. Semerjian and Cohen (2006) took a different approach, specifically asking four trans
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athletes how gender informed their athletic performance and vice-versa. Without engaging in
reflection during multiple revisions to the interview protocols, I am not sure I would have thought
of the hypothetical Sports Illustrated cover question. Furthermore, our dialogic imagining and coconstruction of meanings around identity aspects that participants most wanted to highlight
represent two additional variants of reflexivity: intersubjective reflection and mutual collaboration
(Finlay, 2002). In the end, my hopeful expectations for the cover question, which served as a
bridge between the first interview about sports experiences and the second interview about gender
identity, were exceeded as it yielded thoughtful insights imbued with deep metaphorical meaning.
Trustworthiness
To achieve quality and trustworthiness, I have tried to share enough information about
myself (as good critical feminist researchers do) to build trust with participants I did not already
know well—and, ultimately, with readers of my research. Heeding Bailey’s (2007) caveat that
trustworthiness with readers is difficult to achieve in qualitative studies, I was careful to
“communicate in detail the procedures used and decisions made throughout the research process”
(p. 181). When I was unsure of my interpretation of a participant’s words, I used member
checking for accuracy of the data in order to maximize internal validity. In a few instances, I
emailed participants after the interviews to ask follow-up questions in order to clarify my
understanding of their thoughts on topics we did not have ample time to explore together during
the interviews.
Limitations and delimitations
Like any qualitative project, this study’s generalizability is limited. In social science
portraiture, as in artistic portraiture, the general resides in the particular as the methodology
“raises a reflective glass to the stories that shape lives, pedagogies, and institutions” (LawrenceLightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 36). I hope to have “painted” a powerfully authentic prose portrait of
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my participants’ collective identities that will allow my audience to see, feel, and understand what
it is like to be in my participants’ shoes. By narrowing the portrait’s focus to transmasculine and
nonbinary participants who do not identify with the binary female gender they were assigned at
birth, I am aware that the identities and experiences of my participants will likely be different
from those of transfeminine athletes. The latter tend to face more scrutiny and hostility than their
transmasculine peers because their bodies are assumed to be male and, thus, to be bigger and
stronger than the “female” bodies of their cisgender competitors. I recommend that a companion
study be conducted to explore the identities and experiences of transfeminine athletes. The
delimitations of this study are a sample of trans-identified, educated, athletic U.S. citizens
between the ages of 21 and 54 who were designated female at birth.
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Chapter 4: Findings I (Sport And Gender Articulations of Trans Male Participants)
The next two chapters present analysis of data collected during two interviews—one
sport-focused and one gender-focused—with each participant. Although I intentionally kept
sports questions separate from gender questions in the interview protocols, all participants talked
at length about gender in the sports interviews and about sports in the gender interviews. To
emphasize this ongoing interrelationship and to avoid tedious repetition of “gender and athletic
identities and experiences,” I use the acronym SAGA to refer to participants’ “Sport And Gender
Articulation” over time. Like the participants’ identities, the SAGA acronym is multilayered.
Each participant’s saga (long, detailed, heroic story) chronicles the articulation (expression) of
their various sport experiences and evolving gender identities. At times, confusion, anxiety, or
the inadequacy of language, for example, may render them inarticulate (unable to communicate
clearly), but they persist in their efforts to understand their internal sense of their gender as it
articulates (or interrelates) with cultural definitions. Athletically, they rely on anatomical
articulation (joints that enable movement) to develop and perform specific sports skills.
Merleau-Ponty’s (1962/2012) metaphor of the body as musical expression also resonates
in the SAGA acronym. In music, articulation dictates how individual notes should be played or
how notes should be joined together. A violinist relies on articulation marks on sheet music to
understand, for example, whether to connect notes in the same bow stroke; to use long, smooth
up and down bow strokes; or to bounce the bow on the strings to produce short, choppy notes.
Similarly, participants’ SAGAs convey pronouns, athletic qualities, and other indications of how
they want to be read, regardless of the reader’s prior assumptions about gender and sports. Other
salient dimensions of the participants’ evolving identities—such as race and sexual orientation—
emerge in their Sport And Gender Articulations as well. When they do not have language to
identify or express their feelings, and when those feelings are too tangled to tease apart,
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participants may express their unique identities in nonverbal ways. They use various
articulations—both subtle and manifest—over the course of their lives to tell us who they are.
Organizationally, Chapters Four and Five feature a narrative portrait of each participant
in their own words. Readers will have the opportunity to “listen” to the narratives of the two
trans men first, followed by those of the three nonbinary participants. Each individual portrait is
introduced with dialogue from the interviews about their imagined Sports Illustrated cover.
SAGAs are then presented chronologically in four sections: childhood (pre-K through grade 5),
adolescence (grades 6–12), college (approximately ages 18–22), and adulthood (post-college).
Thus, readers can track the evolution of each participant’s athletic experiences and atypical
gender identities through standard educational stages. Recounting each SAGA separately has the
added benefit of illuminating unique details about each participant and about their primary
sports. Most importantly, these chapters honor each participant’s lived experience as notably
compelling in and of itself, regardless of theoretical or empirical validation. Chapter Six
represents (or re-presents) a composite, thematic portrait of the identities and experiences of five
transgender athletic adults in conversation with the existing body of relevant literature.
Trans male participants’ SAGAs
Will: cover dialogue
Will’s cover image would look like a photograph he showed me in Men’s Health
magazine: “I like it, he’s kind of posing in a casual way but still like, yeaaahh I know I look
gooood, you know? So, I don’t know, I kinda like that, and hopefully for me, starting to work out
more, like I know I want a six-pack, I want bigger muscles, but I don’t really want the whole
bodybuilder physique. That’s not my goal.”
“Okay, very cool. So what about in the background? Would there be a squash court
there?
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“Yeah, I guess if I was on the I guess if I was on the cover of a magazine…it would be
like on a squash court, um, maybe I would have on, like, a headband or something, squash shorts
Photo by Wayhome studio

and shoes and be shirtless and maybe, like this guy does,

Figure 10. Personality

have a shirt around my neck.” Race is a primary unspoken
difference between Will and the white model posing for
Men’s Health. As a Black trans squash player who has had
top surgery and is undergoing hormone replacement
therapy, Will embodies contradiction. His body is still not

quite where he wants it to be, and his SAGA conveys how agonizingly long the wait times seem
before each eagerly anticipated change, whether surgical, hormonal, emotional, legal (like
changing his name and gender marker, which he has done since I interviewed him), or other.
When I asked him in the second interview about his facial expression in the cover photo to get a
sense of his emotions, he was enigmatic: “Maybe like a smile or like, a smirk or something.
Yeah.” He said this with a slight smile—or perhaps a bit of a smirk.
“Ok, a smirk, what would that mean? What would the smirk say?”
“I don’t know, maybe it would show like, a little bit of my personality.” He did not
elaborate further, perhaps because I do not know him well; he had previously said, “I’m quiet
unless you really know me;… then I’ll talk your ear off.” I found the image in Figure 10 on the
Internet and purchased the rights to it because it aptly represents Will’s aspirations and
personality.
Will’s SAGA
Childhood
Will had an early sense of both his masculine gender identity and his attraction to girls.
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Yeah even as early as like, 2, 3 when I started expressing my gender identity, my
mom would buy me clothes from the boys’ section sometimes, like Gap and
stuff.
I kind of noticed from an early age that I always liked girls, like even… being in
pre-school and finding girls pretty and not really being attracted to guys. So, I
remember I was like, in first grade, and having a conversation with my
classmates and them telling me like, oh, like if you’re a girl and you like girls
that means you’re a lesbian, and I was like, what’s that? [He laughs.] So it’s kind
of funny thinking back, like 7 year-olds know this and they’re like, oh, that’s
okay, it just means this.…Like telling me this is what you are…. It felt odd, but
you know when you’re young, you’re just like oh, okay, and I remember having
crushes on girls in my class, or my older sister’s friends and stuff, and that was
just kind of that.
Will’s parents, though, explicitly condemned gay relationships.
I remember being like 7, 8, 9 or something, and my dad was saying like, oh, you
shouldn’t be gay, like being gay is bad. We were in his room having a
conversation, it was me and my older sister, and I remember him looking at me
like, oh, being gay is bad, blah blah blah, and in my head I was like, well, I think
I’m gay, so… it was that kind of thing. I guess that’s why I was always kind of
scared.
These internalized messages caused him to feel disconnected from his parents, and he didn’t
really have anyone else to talk to about these feelings he considered to be taboo.
At home I’d say, my relationship with my parents, I didn’t feel close to them for
most of my childhood, really. Once I got older and started noticing these
different things about me, I felt like I never really talked to my parents about my
feelings because I was scared, like, because I just assumed oh, I must be gay.
Umm, so I was just kind of scared and didn’t talk to them much about certain
things.
His parents were supportive in other ways—including encouraging his sports interests.
[G]rowing up in elementary school, soccer was the sport that everyone kinda
played, at recess, um and then you know, after school, and I would get picked up
by my mom after school so I would be like waiting for her and there would be
kids playing soccer so I just started playing with them, um, and then at the age of,
I wanna say, 8 or 9, I started playing through AYSO, so that was kind of like the
first time I played on a team, um, so it was interesting, I liked it.
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Adolescence
Adolescence was a more challenging time for Will as his perceived difference from his
peers became more pronounced and problematic.
When I was in middle school, like I-- you just start to notice how your friends
dress, how other girls in your class dress, and I remember like wanting to fit in
more…but, at the end of the day I felt like it still wasn’t really me, and even
being in the department stores and kind of like looking across the aisle, like
looking at the other side like, man, I wish I could wear that instead, that kind of
thing…. I would get clothes from the girls’ section, but I would always kind of
pick the most masculine looking item I could find…. I would get picked up after
school by my mom, (we didn’t have our bus service anymore because we lived
too far), so after school a lot of times I would play sports, like if [kids] were
playing soccer I would join, and also I would…chat with a lot of my male
classmates, and…I felt comfortable, but I kinda always felt like I wasn’t really a
part of the group… they would see me, you know, as a girl, like oh, you know,
you’re a girl, so I wouldn’t really be a part of the boys club even though I would
chat with them and stuff. So it was kind of like I noticed that I’m different.
Soccer was an escape for him in some ways; he enjoyed the physical aspects of the game and
was good at it: the running, and dribbling the ball, and scoring goals. That was what I liked most.
At my high school, soccer wasn’t really a big sport, um, I was, like, one of the
more experienced players so I was the captain [as a ninth grader]. I liked playing,
but it was kinda different because I didn’t really feel like I was a part of the team.
I was different from most of the girls on the team, and you know I felt like
everyone valued me as a player, but I didn’t really feel like a strong bond with
my teammates.... And then I kinda took a break from soccer because it was very
time consuming …and my grades kinda suffered.
Will did not fit in socially with boys playing soccer after school but did not feel a connection to
the girls on his soccer teams either. Perhaps that made him all the more curious to learn more
about squash after he was exposed to it in ninth grade:
This program called [name of urban developmental squash program] came to my
school when I was a freshman in high school, and they sent flyers, and they were
like, we’re having tryouts for anyone who’s interested. Come check it out and see
what squash is all about. So I did that, I went through the tryouts, they liked me,
so I made the team. The program is free, sooo that’s great. My parents were like,
ok cool, freeee. And then also with, you know, playing squash they teach the
students to play squash but also they help them with um like their academics so,
um, they use tutors from [a local university], and they’d help us with homework,
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and then there’s also enrichment activities too, and volunteer opportunities as
well.
As his squash skills improved, he earned a spot on a 15U (age 15 and under) girls’ team that
received funding to travel to a tournament. That trip was an extremely positive experience for
Will.
I had some friends on the team, but I mean, I had like one really good friend that
I was close with, but then with the rest of the girls, you know, I was okay with
them, I was cool with them. But that was, you know, important for me because it
was my first time going to New York, my first time flying on a plane, you know,
yeah, so it was a great experience, and I felt supported by my teammates and the
coach.
In addition to the great opportunities squash has provided him, he thoroughly enjoys the sport
itself.
I like that it’s fast-paced, um, a lot of running, um, it’s different from most
sports, um, like a lot of people don’t know about it, and um, it’s just a unique
game…. [I]t’s an interesting sport because you can be, like, any size and play it.
Like there are players that are short and, you know, they’re still really good and
then there are also players that are taller…
Still, because squash is basically an individual sport segregated by both gender and age, the
differences Will perceived between himself and his female opponents felt more exaggerated than
they had felt when he was playing soccer.
[I]t was kind of… interesting because it was the first time that I felt like my
gender was really-- um, you know, …[pause] brought up in a sport, you know?
With soccer it was a team sport so I didn’t really feel…, I mean like, yes, I
understand that I’m playing against other girls, but with squash it’s a solo sport
most of the time, unless you’re playing doubles, so it’s like, just you and another
person on a court, and so it was the first time that I really started to notice that I
was different from most of the girls. And even how I would dress to play was
different. I would wear, you know, basketball shorts, or… a t-shirt, and most of
the girls would wear, like,… tennis clothing, like skirts and stuff…. [S]o I really
kinda saw, like, the difference, you know?
Will’s increasing feelings of alienation from how girls his age were supposed to look and act
exacerbated the difficulty he had in accepting his sexuality at this time in his life. Therefore, he
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rarely acted on or even talked about his attraction to women. He used social media to educate
himself about LGB issues:
I’d say from the age of like 11, I started going on YouTube, and YouTube was a
resource for me to look up LGBT stuff, like I remember at the time, I think I had
a smart phone or maybe an iPod, so I would go on YouTube and watch tons of
videos, like when I thought that I identified as a lesbian I would... search-- and
watch videos of people explaining their feelings or their coming out stories or
whatever.
He did have one relationship with a female student, but the relationship was problematic. It was,
Will explained, “mmm, kind of difficult, I wouldn’t really call it-- looking back now, I wouldn’t
call it a full-on relationship but more of like, an emotional relationship, kind of….” He said he
never used the term “lesbian” to describe himself, but he did think he was gay because of his
attraction to women and his unfamiliarity with transgender identities. When he came out as gay
to his parents toward the end of high school, his father appears to have conflated gender identity
with sexuality, making a connection to how Will, as a young child, used to ask his parents when
he would be a boy:
When I came out to my dad (‘cause I came out to my mom first), he was saying
like, oh, your mom and I remember when you used to say things like you wanted
to be a boy, like it kind of scared us, like we were worried about it and stuff.
YouTube’s algorithm also extrapolated Will’s interest in lesbian content to recommend videos
with FTM (female-to-male) transgender content. So one day, while searching for coming out
stories, he clicked on a video made by a trans man:
I kind of just stumbled upon it, like one day it was maybe recommended, like a
video from a trans guy, and I watched and I was like oh, I like this person. I don’t
know why, but I really like this person. And I just kept watching more and more,
and it was kind of in the back of my head, but at the same time I didn’t think that
I identified that way.
The vague solidarity Will felt for the trans men whose videos he was watching on YouTube
increased his anxiety about his identity—particularly about how others viewed him:
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That summer [after his high school graduation], just realizing how people view
me or how I see myself, and I think that’s another reason why I didn’t feel
comfortable with my girlfriend, I didn’t feel comfortable in my relationship, just
being out in public together, something just didn’t feel right, I think maybe it was
in the back of my head like, oh, I don’t feel comfortable because part of me felt
like this was wrong, but also I don’t feel comfortable because I don’t think this is
my identity.
He did not yet understand that he was not a lesbian; he was a straight man. But his more
immediate reality at that time was that he was a high school graduate who did not have the
grades to get into a college with a squash program.
College
To his parents’ surprise, Will decided to go to a local community college. This allowed
him to continue playing with the [urban squash] program in hopes of getting recruited by squash
coaches at four-year colleges. He improved his skills and started playing in adult tournaments,
where players are matched not by gender or age, but rather according to skill level.
So with squash the rankings can go up to 6.0, which is, you know, pro. And for
an average adult player that’s maybe a beginner, their skill level would be like a
2.0. So at that time I’d say I was about a 3.0, so pretty all right, you know, so I
would compete in some tournaments and play a little bit, and it was challenging,
um, but I would still try to do it as often as I could.
And so, during community college, around the time it was time for me to transfer
and you know go to a four-year, I worked with [the coaches in the program] and I
tried to get recruited, but I felt like, I had a good amount of support from my
mentor, but at the same time, the program, they didn’t really have… they didn’t
really care, to be honest. Like I made a video, you know like a lot of players do,
and I wasn’t happy with it. I was like, all right, this isn’t the best I can do, can we
make a new one? And my coach was just kinda like, “oh it’s good enough. It’s
good enough.” And then I had other people tell me, “Oh it’s good enough.” And
in my opinion, it wasn’t good enough.… So that was kind of one thing that made
me upset about that process, and also at the same time I felt like um, with myyy
gender identity, I just, I didn’t wanna, there was kind of a part of me that didn’t
want to play in college because most of the schools, when they have the
uniforms, it’s like a skirt, or a dress, and I knew I wasn’t comfortable wearing
that. And so that was always in the back of my mind, like I don’t want to play on
a women’s team because I don’t feel comfortable wearing the uniform.
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After his first year of community college, Will had not attracted the attention of college squash
coaches, but he had learned a lot about transgender issues and identities. This made being in
public even more difficult for him to bear.
I would like, call hotlines just to talk to someone because at that time I didn’t
have a [gender] therapist, I was going to therapy at my community college
because they had free counseling, but I didn’t talk about gender identity yet, it
was moreso like, my problems with my girlfriend at the time, and um, you know,
how I’m feeling coming out to my family, that kind of stuff.
Through Internet research, personal reflection, and anonymous support from hotlines, he
developed an unsettling awareness of his trans identity:
Noticing how people are treating me, how people are looking at me, you know,
how I feel, and people don’t understand my gender or don’t know how to address
me, everything just made me feel uncomfortable, and I remember like, once I did
realize I-- I need to transition, I remember telling myself I hate being in this inbetween state.
He acknowledged that nonbinary identities suit some people most authentically, but once Will
had educated himself about trans issues, it did not take him long to realize that he was a man and
needed to start living as one. He did not expect his family to understand, but his anxiety about
living inauthentically as a woman was greater than his fear of his parents’ reaction. Although he
had not spoken much to his family about his attraction to women, he knew he could not face
transitioning without their support.
It was difficult because I was worried oh, what is my family going to think?
Especially like my dad’s side of the family [from a West African country], but I
was like struggling with it, so I kinda started talking to my parents right away
you know, telling them oh, I might be-- not sure about my gender, I might think
that I’m a guy or whatever, and my mom was just kind of like, are you sure? And
my dad, he was just like really surprised-- I mean, not surprised, but kind of
thrown off by it, and it was something that was kind of awkward…
When I asked if he had any friends he could turn to for support, he said,
No. No. I tried to go to the [local LGBTQ community center], like I went to one
of their group meetings but it just didn’t feel right for me. I felt like a lot of the
other people knew each other, and I just didn’t feel comfortable, and I guess like
for me just trying to put myself out there in general, like I just- it’s difficult for
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me, I’d say like, it’s kinda hard for me to make like, friends, like close friends, at
least. Um, so, it was just a hard experience.
Will did not offer many details on the emotional struggles he was enduring at the time, but he did
mention being on medication for anxiety and depression. He subsequently got a referral to a
gender therapist. Twice he lamented that the process was taking “a really long time,” but he was
happy finally to be making progress on developing his authentic masculine identity. He had to
educate his parents on the process; he says they were opposed to any kind of hormone treatment
or surgery because they worried about long-term effects on his reproductive organs, for example.
Will knew he wanted a hysterectomy because “I don’t feel connected to those parts of my body,”
but his parents argued with him about it.
So just kind of a lot of back and forth, and my parents saying oh, we don’t want
you to get surgery, we don’t want you to start hormones, but eventually it got to a
point where it was like, I need to do this for my mental health, like I feel terrible
going out, I hate how people look at me, I hate how I feel when I’m out, I don’t
feel comfortable. And I would do certain things like bind [wrapping one’s chest
tightly or wearing a restrictive “binder” to flatten its appearance]. But it just got
to a point where I needed to transition, so that was 2017. July 2017 I started with
hormones and doing my injections, and I’ve been keeping up with that, and I like
doing it because I’m happy with the results, I’m happy that my voice has
changed, and I’m happy that I’m starting to get facial hair, and it’s just made me
feel more like myself.
Will’s close relationship with his mother is evident. She accompanied him to consultations with
two surgeons about top surgery. They both felt most comfortable with the second surgeon;
she’s been working with breasts for a really long time, like doing mastectomies
and stuff, and recently over the past like 4 to 5 years she’s been doing top
surgery. So I met wit’ her, like she just seemed like a great fit, and my mom
came along too, and she was like, yeah—it was nice because she went to both
consultations—so she was just like, yeah, I like her, she seems like a better fit,
and I’m glad that I went wit’ [that surgeon]. I felt comfortable, like on surgery
day she just made me feel comfortable before I went in, yeah she did a great job.
I’d say like now, how I feel about my body, I still have some concerns about my
chest and, I get it, it’s still under a year [post-op], I’d say like I’m 85% happy and
stuff, but there are a few things, like cosmetics, like that I’m not happy with.
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Will is currently at a four-year university working hard to earn his bachelor’s in information
sciences and to settle into life as a Black man:
I haven’t been dating and stuff because I’ve just been trying to balance other
things like school and going through my transition is pretty hard, so… but I’d say
right now eventually I’m just trying to heal and make sure I’m okay with where I
am right now and let go of some of those feelings that I kind of held on to over
the past couple of years, I’d say the past three years.
When he gets back to playing squash more regularly, he likely will not have problems being read
as a man, but he might encounter racial bias in the predominantly white racquet clubs where
many amateur tournaments are held. He told me about a racist experience he had at a coaching
conference:
In different spaces like, being a Black person, this is, kind of my reality, it sucks,
but-- like, I remember I was at a sports conference for the program I was doing,
and… this guy [asked], oh what sport do you coach, and I was like, squash, and
he was like, oh that wasn’t what I thought, and it was just kind of like, mmm like,
what? Like, I could say the same about you-- because he wasn’t-- in the best
shape, like, I didn’t think that you were a soccer coach, you know?
The entitled white coach who likely knew nothing about squash, from his dominant position of
racial privilege, implied that Will did not belong on a squash court. Will’s skin color marks him
as other in various spaces, including on his own college campus:
It’s different now, being seen as like, a Black man versus a Black woman. And
sometimes like, I can be walking down the street, and just how people view me,
you know, now, like, letting that not bother me. I was thinking about that the
other day, like, man, sometimes it’s so annoying like, I can be walking down the
street, or even on campus late at night, and like, if I see how people look at me, it
doesn’t make me feel good. But at the same time, it’s just like, you know it’s sad,
but sometimes that’s how it is, and I don’t see myself, like-- like I don’t
understand why people think that way, but it’s just like, yeah…it’s just
unfortunate but it’s kind of like, this is my reality, all of these different
intersections of my identity.
As a Black squash player and a trans person, Will is very familiar with the feeling of being
different, but this keen new sense of being viewed as a threat is particularly disturbing. Will’s
cover story and other parts of his narrative make clear that he is a man who feels comfortable in
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his masculinity but has had to negotiate a lot of conflict to get to where he is—and will face
further physiological, emotional, and social challenges. I have no doubt he will continue to
overcome them with stoicism and steady self-advocacy.
Ben: cover dialogue
“Okay I’m gonna be really creative here, this might not be my final decision, but maybe
(youtube.com/watch?v=TaZKw1AD7_Q)

me doing a box jump on a really high box that is kind of
representing CrossFit, right, with the CrossFit [logo] in the
background so you can tell I’m in a CrossFit gym with my
family like, surrounding me, kind of, like, keeping me balanced.”
“I guess we could get a little bit more detailed: expression
on your face, what are you wearing, at what point are you in the
jump, are you on top of the box or jumping up almost there,
or…?”

Figure 11. Almost There

“Ohhh good question…. Yeah I think I kinda like the not landing on the box. So in- inin- mid-jump.”
“Mid or aaalllmost up there? And you can tell that you’re gonna make it, kind of? Or are
we not sure at this point? ‘Cause it’s a big tall box, right?”
“Yeah, wow that’s really getting-- you know, it’s so many metaphors that come from
this…. I think, I always like to think I’ve not arrived in anything, you know, like I’m always
learning, so I would say, like, almost there—like, yeah that sounds more optimistic than-- not
close [laughs]-- yeah, like almost there.” Ben articulates his learning curve in positive terms,
celebrating how far he has come instead of focusing on what he has not yet achieved.
As we talked a bit more about what Ben’s body position would be during his mid-air box
jump, I was struck by the tension inherent in this particular detail about the position of his hands:
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“I would say fists not tight but hands not open.” His hands are not open in surrender or passivity
but not clenched in aggression either, and the expression on his face is: “Well, I can’t say, like,
smiling, but at the same time, like, not-- in agony either. So maybe something in between. Like a
competitive face I guess.” Figure 11 is a freeze-frame of a video (CrossFit 3216, 2016, 0:13) of a
CrossFit athlete doing a high box jump—not a perfect match for Ben’s description, but a decent
representation of the metaphor. I wish I could have superimposed six supportive family members
onto the background. Ben is poised for an ongoing challenge that demands energy output but
also preservation—with face and hand muscles neither relaxed nor tense. He is asserting his right
to take up space in the world and his resolve to overcome, along with his family, any obstacles in
their path. A devoted husband and self-proclaimed “seahorse dad” as a male who has been
pregnant with children, Ben relies on support from his family to maintain his equilibrium as he
embraces challenge, tension, and continuous evolution.
Ben’s SAGA
Childhood
I grew up in an ice hockey family, and they didn’t allow at the time, they didn’t
allow me to play ice hockey, but my brothers all got to play. And I played a lot of
pond hockey actually because we were such a big ice hockey family that we had
opportunities to be able to get on the ice and play.
Ben was 33 when Will was born, but he was in his mid-40s before he began transitioning to male
to achieve congruence with his gender identity. He is a talented, versatile athlete who has loved
playing sports since he was a small child. Ice hockey was his favorite sport, but he was not
allowed to play on an organized team because of his birth sex. He played town soccer through
fifth grade and played Little League baseball until age 12. At the time, in the 1970s, there were
very few girls playing Little League baseball, so his father had to fight for Ben to be allowed to
join a team.
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I was actually pretty good, so it kinda helped his case, I think…. But he couldn’t
get me into hockey…; back then they actually had checking for boys as early as
Squirts, so they thought that was too physical. Not my parents, but that was like,
a no-no, you don’t do that, so we never-- I wish to this day, I wish he had pushed
for me to be able to play hockey.
Perhaps partly because he wanted to be able to play sports for “boys,” Ben recalls,
I often in secret wished I was a boy, wondered why I wasn’t a boy, I actually
expressed that once to my dad…. It’s funny how I don’t remember that much,
but I do remember saying that, and he thought it was kind of funny, like …he
kind of made light of it a little bit … kind of like as if a kid were to say, can I be
a superhero? You’d … sort of make light of it, like well ha, come on-- no,
nobody can be a superhero, you know?
Around the same time, Ben thinks maybe between the ages of 7 and 9, he got his long hair cut
very short:
I had my hair long for probably, I think through first or second grade, and I think
that might have been my mom’s doing a little bit, but I begged, I begged, to have
my hair cut short, and I wanted to go to the barber…. I think she finally agreed.
She let me get my hair cut short-- and I’m talking short-- I’m not talking about
like a-- feminine hairstyle short, I’m talking about a boy hairstyle short.
… And I just saw myself, those were the best years of my life, when I kind of
look back at my childhood, remembering myself that way, … before puberty,
like before things become like, different, where boys and girls sort of look alike
with the exception of maybe one part, which, isn’t even developed really, that
much, so-- so I just-- I think at that age I just saw myself as a boy. I thought it
was kind of weird that I was doing girl things, and was going to a girls camp-- I
don’t know, I think I truly thought that I was going to evolve into a boy.
Adolescence
By sixth grade his childhood gender innocence had dissolved, and he struggled to “fit in”
during the more rigidly gender-policed time of early adolescence to “fit in” at his new school—
which was designated for girls only.
Then, in seventh grade, I just made a decision…that I needed to kinda try to fit
in, so there was a lot of conforming on my part, but-- a forced conforming. Like
tryyyying to fit in and be boy-crazy. Trying to have male-- um, icons that I
idolized, you know? Like do you remember the years where people put posters
up and stuff like that?... I think that I actually wanted to be them. I didn’t want to,
like, have sex with them; I wanted to BE them…. I think I was jealous of them.
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But I mistook jealousy for-- I liked them. I thought they were hot, or whatever. I
think I mistook those two feelings; there was confusion around that.
Trans people and allies sometimes distinguish between gender identity and sexual orientation by
explaining that gender identity is who you go to bed AS, and sexual orientation is whom you go
to bed WITH. In his early adolescence, Ben was not thinking about sex at all, but he remembers
being attracted to women. With “mad crushes” on two women in particular, a teacher and a camp
counselor, he explains:
the way I thought about [them] was I was a grown-- I was a grownup, male, in
love with this grownup female. I imagined being married to them and having a
marriage, like a relationship with them. So that was how my crushes played out. I
was gonna grow up to be a guuyyy, and be married to them. I imagined myself
male-- ‘cause back in our days, at least at that age, females didn’t marry females.
So I was thinking about, I want to marry them; I’m gonna be a man marrying
them.
He mentioned a few instances in his pre-teen years of age-appropriate intimate contact with some
of his young cisgender peers:
Fifth and sixth grade [and seventh, he said later] marked a little bit of an
experimental phase, where there were some sleepover-type things, just a couple,
and I was physical with a couple of girls. Not like, sex, or what we think of as
sex, but kissing, touching. Yeah, I was-- for many years I was ashamed about
that, too, I was like oh my God, what does that mean? Does that mean I’m gay?
Ben’s angst became more pronounced in high school, as he felt “self-conscious” and “worried”
about his attraction to women because
the only language we had, evolving into, maybe, teenage years—was this wholegay concept and back then that was kind of taboo too. So I thought well, if I’m
attracted to these women and I feel these kinds of things, then that’s not okay,
and I can’t let anybody know about that, so then I was kind of like… trying to go
with the popular crowd of like, I need to get a boyfriend or something--I don’t
know--or I need to kind of like guys…. Like it wasn’t that I wasn’t attracted to
guys, but I think, come to find out, any of the guys that I did have crushes on, or
I- wanted to be with, or went out with, I think that it really ended up being ‘cause
I was sort of like, envious and curious about them?… So, as I evolved into, like,
my high school years, I kind of thought, is it weird that I don’t want to have sex
with any of these guys?
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During puberty, his shame about being attracted to women shifted to shame about his changing
body: “once my body started changing, I didn’t experiment with women. I was too ashamed of
my body. Yeah, I didn’t like that I was growing breasts.” Ben had a sense of the language and
stigma around his attraction to women, but he had no words to articulate his masculine identity.
All he had were his negative emotions associated with it.
In contrast, he had an acute awareness of his identity as an athlete. At the Northeastern
private “all-girls’” school he attended for grades 6–12, he got his first exposure to field hockey
and lacrosse in physical education classes. These became the sports Ben has been most involved
(and most successful) in, as both a player and a coach. He wanted to keep playing baseball, but,
as he put it, “The school that I went to didn’t have baseball; they said, ‘you have to play softball,’
so I actually played softball.” The unspoken reality is that baseball is often not an option for
people assigned female at birth. This is unfortunate for Ben and Alex (whose SAGA will reveal a
similar experience) as well as the many baseball-playing women I know who would have loved
to play baseball for their high school teams. But Ben ended up liking field hockey because of its
similarity to ice hockey:
Field hockey felt like it wasn’t ice hockey, but it-- there was a transfer of certain
skills that I think I was drawn to…. I loved the whole concept of like, a stick and
a puck or a stick and a ball or whatever, and a net [that] you’re shooting at, so
that whole concept I think that’s what drew me to the sport.
Surprisingly, he did not make his high school field hockey team despite being one of the more
skilled players at the school.
I did NOT make varsity field hockey my freshman year, and I did NOT make
varsity field hockey my sophomore year…. And there was such hypocrisy with
that-- and I’m not making excuses, but the truth is that [pause, quick sigh] it was
very old-fashioned coaches… the old school, hush-hush lesbian PE
teacher/coach, I can’t think of any other way to describe it. So that’s who the
coach was, and her feedback to me was—and to my parents, when they inquired,
like, “What the hell? [She’s] like, the best athlete in the school!”—the feedback
was that I was too aggressive…. It wasn’t laaadylike to be aggressive. Honest to
God that’s kinda how my [field hockey] coach was still coaching.

88

I didn’t make it because I was too aggressive. And I watched kids in my class,
not just in 9th grade but 10th grade, make it beyond me that were not as athletic
or skilled. It was crazy. But I’ll tell you the biggest impact coach that I had was
in basketball because it was the one coach that the school hired that was beyond
her time. And I think that she brought the best out in me to allow me-- I made it
as a ninth grader; she promoted the aggressive, the-- you know, so I had some
good coaches, too, that kind of turned that around for me.
All of the participants talked about benefiting from good coaching and being frustrated by bad
coaching. Ben made the basketball team as a ninth grader without much previous experience in
the sport because a good coach recognized athletic skills and toughness in him that she likely
knew would be an asset to the team. Meanwhile, the field hockey coach was somehow
threatened by his skill and aggressiveness, perhaps fearing his gender nonconforming expression
and physicality would expose the coach’s closeted lesbian identity. Ben looks back on not
making the field hockey team until his junior year as a “silver lining, a blessing in disguise”
because
it made me sooo much stronger, and it made me-- so much, like, more resilient
and grittier, and it did all these other things-- like some kids it [the adversity]
might have destroyed, but it didn’t for me. So I look back and I think you know
what? Maybe…I wouldn’t have been where I was if that didn’t happen…. I was
determined, I was so determined that field hockey became my obsession…. and
that determination made me better, and then it…kind of paved the next-whatever number of years as a player and as a coach.
College
In the 1980s at the Division III liberal arts college where Ben played three sports, he
mostly kept quiet about his sexual orientation:
The gay and lesbian crowd-- I don’t even know if I should call it a crowd- maybe
they were a small group-- were very underground. And I did start meeting a
couple of them, and I wasn’t really-- out-- because most of my teammates,… I
don’t think anybody- really [was openly gay] … I was afraid that they would
push me away. So I was pretty-- pretty closed about any of my thoughts and
feelings… I was pretty scared.
Meanwhile, he excelled in field hockey and lacrosse but was more of a role player in basketball.
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I wanted to be more than that,…but I just didn’t get the nod because other
people…clearly were more experienced. So I ended up dropping basketball [after
playing] for two years, and then we started a club [ice] hockey team. And I was
like, sign me up! And I played two years on the club team. We didn’t have that
many opponents, but it was fun. I had a blast, it was like living out my dream!
Ben became more comfortable with his attraction to women as a counselor at a summer field
hockey and lacrosse camp where, he says,
a fair number of the coaches identified as gay…. and I was immediately like a
MAGNET drawn to these coaches.… So I would hang out or I would go to the
bar or whatever, and I was, yeah, I was like a kid in a candy store. I was like,
wow, there’s all these women and they’re gay and it feels normal, and it’s
great…. I had crushes left and right, and experimented a little bit there as well,
and then after the summers I’d come back and there were a couple of other
women that I got involved with in college.
He came out to his family as gay his senior year in college but, like Will, never really embraced
the “lesbian” label.
Adulthood
When I first met Ben more than 20 years ago, he was in a relationship with the woman
who would become his wife and with whom he would have five children. Before taking any
steps toward transitioning, Ben describes “a few pivotal moments that got me thinking about
gender.” One was when he agreed to be interviewed for a feminism project by a student at the
women’s college at which he was coaching.
She was doing a really big research paper, and she asked if she could interview
me along with other people, and some of the questions that she sent me were:
What does it mean to be female? What does it mean to be feminine? What were
some of your most fem- I can’t remember all the questions, but …I remember
sitting there, aaaand it was just an interview, but I was aaaa-gonizing over
answering the questions. Nobody had asked me those questions before…., so I’d
never really thought about it, I guess.… So I honestly couldn’t answer the
questions, and when I started to try to write them, I felt like I was making up
answers. And, I ended up being really honest with her; I was a little bit
embarrassed, but I was like, I’m really struggling with your questions.
The second thing that clued Ben in to the possibility that he was transgender was when he saw
Thomas Beatie being interviewed on television as “the first pregnant man.” (Beatie was a trans
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man who had had top surgery and had begun hormone replacement therapy but stopped it to have
a child when he and his wife found out that she was infertile.)
Gosh, my eyes like, bugged out because I… started connecting the dots.... I
remember thinking, oh god, pregnant man, I’ve been pregnant, I sort of feel like,
what’s that all about? Aaaand ended up taping his interview, …and I was just
like trying to set it up to tape the show because I couldn’t watch it live, and then I
remember thinking, oh I can’t let [my wife] find out, I gotta make sure I hide the
thing, and I gotta tape it--yeah, I was nervous that she would know-- why was I
taping this? So I ended up watching it, and I was fascinated, aaaand I also had a
pit in my stomach at the same time. Because … at that moment I was like,
[pause] I think I relate-- to everything he’s saying in the interview, but I got kind
of scared and was like, okay, well, let’s just shove that one down—stuff it down,
you know?
This experience was not merely a vague inkling for Ben but rather an unsettling visceral sense of
solidarity that scared him. The theme of trying to ignore troubling indications of gender variance
recurs in other participants’ SAGAs. The transgender identity that manifested in this instance as a
pit in his stomach intensified and crystallized after the third event: Chaz Bono making the
interview circuit to talk about his memoir:
I grew up with the Sonny and Cher show, so I kind of knew-- that story really
well about Chastity, and I remember they brought Chastity out on stage, I
probably watched it because my mom did, and so when Chaz Bono started
making the circuit and I heard about his book, I literally ran to, like, Barnes &
Noble [to buy] the book--[but] they didn’t have it, so they told me they could
order it for me or I could order it on Kindle or whatever, and I said well how long
will it take if I order it on paper or if I order it on Kindle, and they said if you get
it on Kindle you get it right away, so I said okay I’ll do it on Kindle [he laughs]
because I couldn’t wait to read the book. And I read the book in like, a day, and-I Googled [him, and] somehow I ended up watching him being interviewed on
the Oprah show or something like that, and I was like, pit in my stomach, oh my
god, this is me. This is me. Maybe not exactly me, I mean, obviously his story is
different than mine, not everybody’s story’s the same, but a lot of the same
feelings about gender and sexuality…. It was like fireworks. It was like fireworks
in my head, and I was like, I constantly-- you know how when you get nervous
you get that adrenaline, you get the butterflies? I had that, for like, weeks.
Because I knew, finally I knew-- it was like finding the lost piece of the puzzle. I
mean, I’m being dramatic here, but it was dramatic for me.
After the pit in his stomach exploded into fireworks, Ben quickly gathered a lot of information
about transgender identities. It was not long before he talked to his wife about it:
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[S]he was great. She was a little bit struck, but I think she wasn’t like, shocked,
because I think it all kind of made sense to her. She started like, connecting the
dots, too. And she was like, oh yeah, you’ve always been kind of boyish, yeah
yeah, yeah yeah… but she was quiet, I think she was nervous, like what does this
mean, what does it mean, what are you going to do?
Ben had educated himself quickly about transgender issues, experiences, and options, but he did
not know how he wanted to proceed with transitioning.
I didn’t know what it meant really ‘til I started reaching out to other trans guys
like me, and I met a couple for coffee, you know, it was basically like role
models for me, you know…? And they kind of told me how it went down for
them; everybody kind of shared their story and, of course then I’m like, okay,
what now? And then I started seeing a gender therapist to kind of just-- that was
okaaaayyyyy, she was all right, I mean, but it did help me talk through things.
Ben mostly talked matter-of-factly about his self-education and transition process, but clearly it
was emotionally taxing; his fear of rejection was particularly intense:
I was probably 45 or 46, so that’s scary too because I was worried about-- ‘cause
that was 8 years ago, you have to remember we’ve come a long ways since then,
too, right? So 8 years ago, there was nothing-- there was no talk about anything
trans anything-- nobody knew what transgender was, I was super scared I was
gonna lose my job, I was scared I was gonna lose my kids, I was sort of scared
that I might lose [my wife]. She-- she, like-- she didn’t say like, you could lose
me, but she did say look, I don’t know how I’m gonna feel. It’s hard for me to
look in a crystal ball. I love you and I support you, but I can’t-- like any
marriage, nobody can make promises… I don’t-- I don’t really know how I’m
gonna feel just like you don’t know how you’re gonna feel a year from now or
two years from now…. So… I was scared, I was like, “Please don’t leave me!” I
was scared that I’d lose my parents, that my family would reject me, but now I
look back and I think, that was silly. None of that happened.
He admits that publicly transitioning at the school where he works was challenging, but the
administrators were completely supportive, and Ben has been fortunate not to have had
significant problems, as many trans people do.
I came out at [my school] because I had to, I mean, I couldn’t like, hide that. So,
really supportive administration, we drafted letters together, a personal letter
from me, then a letter that came from the head of school, and my direct principal,
supporting me, and telling me-- telling the community what was happening, and
making a very clear statement that this is something the school supports and will
continue to support. Kind of basically putting a nix to anybody that-- would pop
up and say, we demand this person get fired. They were very clear about it. I
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think it was challenging a little bit in the beginning, just because… when you
come out at a school you’re not just coming out to the current students that
you’re with and around every day, and faculty, but it’s like the families, the
whole school, other divisions know about it, you sort of feel like everybody
knows. And you’re in this little fishbowl and everybody’s looking at you kinda
like curious about how you look, and-- how’s that gonna go down-- because I
wasn’t passing when I first came out,… so I think people were more or less
curious about, well, how’s that gonna work?
When I asked how the students at the school reacted, Ben said,
The kids are great. They’re like, yeah whatever, they move through it. It’s not a
big deal. Most kids who are growing up in this generation are, like, so beyond
their parents in terms of getting it.
The changes to Ben’s body and voice happened slowly but steadily as he went through
what he calls his “male puberty” with the help of Hormone Replacement Therapy and various
gender affirming surgeries. Around the same time that he started his physical transition, he
started to get into CrossFit. Intense workouts and a new nutritional philosophy combined with
the Testosterone to help to bring his body more in line with his masculine gender identity.
[M]y body changed significantly, but I-- there are too many variables to tease out
and say, is it the Testosterone, is it the lifting, is it the diet? The diet changed
drastically. I think it’s all of them, I think, if I wasn’t on Testosterone-- so,
Testosterone does shift your body fat a little bit, but I’m also 54, you know, the-the effects of T on a 54-year-old is gonna be different than on a 25-year-old. I’m
not on steroids. A lot of people confuse T with like, taking steroids. It’s not like
I’m on steroids, so I’m-- my biceps aren’t gonna bulge out of my body-- if it
were that easy, trust me, my god, I mean, I wish it did that, but-- it doesn’t.
Will taught me a lot about squash, and I learned a lot about CrossFit from talking to Ben. He
explained,
[CrossFit] is just working out, but with different modules, and the whole premise
behind it is that it’s-- you’re working on functional movements like squatting,
pushing, pulling, pressing, so a lot of the core movements are kind of built into
that functional movement, so when you think about, like, if you just run, and
that’s all you do for exercise, it’s not that that’s bad, but it doesn’t really-promote the functional movement in other parts of your body. Like when I first
went into CrossFit I really couldn’t get into a squat, I didn’t have the flexibility…
in the hips and the ankles to be able to squat, and it just, so umm I love the
camaraderie,…you’re not, like, a team playing another team, but it’s camaraderie
as far as like more like community, so I love the community, and I love being
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around like-minded people who want to be fit and healthy. We talk a lot about
nutrition as well, and just being around like-minded people, it’s sort of become
my spiritual place. Safe place, you know?
As Chapter Two shows, transgender people often avoid and fear athletic spaces, but for Ben the
CrossFit box represents community. He describes other CrossFitters as like-minded people, but I
wonder how many of them know he is transgender. Regardless, the theme of sports being a
positive influence in participants’ lives is a refrain that will recur in subsequent SAGAs.
I had no idea how CrossFit competitions worked until he explained them to me:
You compete individually, in what they call the Opens, once a year they come
around… it runs over a 5-week period and you have a different workout you do
each week and you’re trying to compete and there’s a whole app that you do
online and fill in your score, and you see where you compare with [people in
your gender and age group from] the rest of the country and other countries….
[I]t trains everything from strength to power to endurance to flexibility to
balance, everything.
Ben constantly compares his results with those of other men in his age group,
but not in a way that’s like, detrimental—like where-- like-- not, not in a c…[well, it’s] competitive but in the right perspective. It’s making me better, not
where I’m feeling like I’m stressed all the time. You know, it’s not like that.
Outside of his new CrossFit and trans communities, Ben has been “pleasantly surprised” at how
supportive people have been in general. When I asked about regrets, he said he would have loved
to transition earlier, and he will never know what it is like to be a cisgender man, but he focuses
on the positive aspects of being transgender.
It sounds really corny, but-- I really try to see the glass as half full instead of half
empty. Because there is a part of me that has a lot of regret, I think I mentioned,
how I wished I could have done this when I was like, 16 or 18 or even 25, you
know, and there’s so much regret about that, but, that’s so negative, if I just live
in regret…. So I think I work hard at kind of having more of a positive mindset
to say okay, you know, it was a gift that I got to experience things that maybe a
cis male never got to. Or I got to be pregnant, I got to have my daughters, I got to
experience… what’s it like to live in two genders, through that lens, through
those different lenses.
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Ben’s SAGA will continue, of course, but by this point, he has become a CrossFit-loving
seahorse dad and devoted husband who will continue to be a role model for his students (both
trans and cis) and a mentor for other trans men coming into their authentic gender identities.
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Chapter 5: Findings II (Sport And Gender Articulations of Nonbinary Participants)
Will and Ben embody and embrace tension as trans men, but they can participate in sexsegregated sports competition without compromising their gender identities. Nonbinary athletes
generally cannot. They can lift weights or go climbing or play baseball, but if they want to
compete against other individuals or teams, they have to choose between men’s or women’s
competitions. What organized competition should someone who is not a woman and not a man
enter? If “co-ed” leagues were renamed mixed gender leagues, that might be a possibility, though
they might take a while to catch on. The SAGAs of nonbinary participants reveal the inherent
tension of their genders (or lack thereof) and their sports participation while demonstrating how
they have managed to claim space for themselves in enjoyable athletic pursuits as nonbinary
people in a cisgenderist binary world.
Nonbinary participants’ SAGAs
Dylan: cover dialogue
When I asked Dylan what they imagined would appear on their inclusive Sports
Illustrated cover, they replied, “Hmm. Definitely a barbell. Um, probably I’d be lifting it, I’d
love an action shot.”
I was not sure what type of lift or barbell they were picturing, so I asked, “So, like,
barbell meaning-- like, what--"
“Like a deadlift barbell, just like, lifting it. Because I’m not really one to stand still or sit
still, I like being in motion, umm I don’t-- I don’t think of myself as like a static person… uhh, I
don’t want to be in anything, like, ‘sexy.’ It could be revealing, you know, I don’t care if I’m in a
sports bra and shorts, but I don’t want it to be cut-outs and stuff that’s still hyper-feminine. Very
fierce, like, eyebrows or something where it’s a little bit more intense, umm I am-- I am heavily
tattooed, but I don’t want that to be something where it’s like-- I don’t want to turn into like a
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tattoo model, I don’t-- basically I just want it to NOT be something hyper-sexualized and hyperfeminine. I want it to highlight… the muscles I’ve built, I want it to highlight like, the strength I
have developed and things I’ve accomplished.… I would love to even be on the cover with other
trans and queer people, I think would be really awesome to like share that with people.”
In contrast to Ben, who wanted his nuclear family around him, Dylan imagined sharing
the cover with their chosen family since they have not yet disclosed their trans identity to their
parents. Will, Ben, and Dylan all emphasize their strength and progress while suggesting unique
personality traits by various means: Will’s enigmatic smile, Ben’s competitive determination,
and Dylan’s fierce intensity.
“Yeah, I would want it to be very dynamic and not something that’s, like, soft. I would
want a lot of like, harsh lighting and angles just to like, really, I want it to be jarring.”
“Yeah, this is me, and I’m unique, and I’m badass,” I offered.
“Yeah I don’t want it to be, like, a soft, on a beach, in a swimsuit, I mean there’s a place
for that and there’s a time for that, but I spend most of my time in the gym or at work bent over
people piercing them. I don’t want it to portray this, like, [said with a sarcastic, singsong tone:]
‘oh, I’m soft and I’m sexy’-- I want it to be like, no, I am an athlete, and I work really hard for
this and I spend a lot of money and a lot of time on this, and, like, I want to highlight that
because it’s where I feel a strong sense of identity…. Sweaty also. I want to look sweaty and
gross. I don’t want to be like, glowing.”
“Real, like.”
“Yeah, a lot of, like, real authenticity would be awesome.” Gender authenticity, for
Dylan, means highlighting parts of their body and identity that are often read and marketed as
“feminine” but do not in any way represent womanhood to Dylan. It means embracing shadows,
edges, progress, and brute strength born of effort—all of which are gender-neutral. Dylan’s body

97
has different kinds of curves in tension with one another, and their nonbinary identity is in
constant tension with restrictive gendered discourse.
The first question I asked Dylan in the second interview was, “Can you talk about your
gender in that [imagined cover] photo and now in your life?”
They answered, “If a question mark made a noise, that’s
my gender, I feel.” I have been thinking about that enigmatic
metaphor a lot since our conversation. At one point during data
analysis, I printed out an image from a video of the left side view
of an AFAB person poised to do a deadlift. The lines of their body
formed an angular question mark: eyes looking down, back
Figure 12. Noisy Question Mark

straight but slightly angled, upper legs angled forward, and then

lower legs almost perpendicular to the ground. The detached dot at the bottom was perfectly
represented by the small circle at the end of the bar, outside of the large weighted discs. A
question mark making noise is a profound and empowering metaphor for transgender identity,
and the angularity fittingly represented Dylan’s wishes for a harsh, edgy cover image for their
feature SAGA in a hypothetical inclusive Sports Illustrated.
Dylan’s SAGA
If someone asks, like, what’s your gender?, I’ll write down like a bunch of
question marks essentially, but if I’m talking to somebody, I don’t know what
that noise is, but it’s just kind of like, you know, look at a question mark, you
know that sound? That’s where we’re at.
I think, like, nonbinary by definition-- you can’t really define it. Whereas you
have male and female, I’m not trying to add a third thing, because you also have
people who are like agender and things like that, and it’s like, I don’t identify as
agender, it’s like, beyond gender almost. But it’s just like, I don’t know what that
is besides just more words, versus like, this noiseless feeling where it’s kind of
like just, ehhnnn, I dunnooooo, there’s not really a thing.
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Childhood
Like Will and Ben, Dylan gravitated toward activities and clothing as a child that were
marked as stereotypically masculine. Dylan did not appreciate when their father pushed them to
present in a more “girly” manner.
When I was younger I was always very tomboyish, I liked playing sports, I liked
playing outside, I wasn’t really one for, like, dolls, I more liked other stuff. I
wanted to play with the boys all the time, and my dad would try really hard to be
like, no, we’re gonna wear dresses, you’re gonna wear this to church and we’re
gonna blah blah blah, we’re not gonna wear any more black, we’re gonna wear
pink.
Adolescence
Also like Will and Ben, Dylan’s adolescence was fraught with emotional difficulty, but
unlike Will and Ben, sexual orientation was not one of their stressors.
As I got older and my dad was less involved it was like a little bit better because
I could wear, like, jeans and baggy shirts or I could wear sports bras and stuff
and it was kind of more-- it was like, alternative-- I also had, like, a really rough
adolescence just internally so there was just a lot of chaos in general, um, but
specifically like gender and stuff always kind of felt like a-- how do I say-- it
always kind of made me cringe when he would be like, “Young lady…”
They were sporadically active in a number of sports and fitness activities:
I always really enjoyed strength training and things like that. I played a little bit
of soccer but I was, like, mediocre because I don’t like to run, um, and then I
swam competitively for a hot minute, but waking up early in the morning did not
suit me either.
Dylan was preoccupied with their body and suffered from dysphoria, especially in adolescence:
Growing up was very-- uh, I struggled a lot with like, femininity and stuff too
because my body type, my body shape was not very feminine, for lack of a better
word, it was very, like, boxy; I have broad shoulders naturally for my frame, and
I always thought-- I always was very confused because I would see, like, women
and, like, even girls, young women, where it was like, man, like I wish I looked
like that if I was a girl, where it would be very like soft or soft features, you
know, smaller bodies, things like that where I was-- I felt wrong on that level. It
was like, I’m not a woman; this isn’t right.
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I’d try to be like, no I want to wear like-- I like dresses because they’re easy, but
I would be like, I want this dress, but I’m gonna, like, tape my stomach a little
more so I have like a narrow waist and things like that.
They were involved in swimming for about five years until Dylan’s mental health challenges
became more difficult to bear.
I swam a little bit going in like my first year of high school, and then a bunch of
nonsense happened and I dropped it, uhh, but yeah I swam from about when I
was 10 [or so] ‘til when I was about 15.
The girls in their high school physical education classes did not share Dylan’s enjoyment of
conditioning and lifting weights.
My high school put a lot of money into athletics, so I had a pretty solid weight
room and like, for gym class there were multiple, like, mini-modules you could
choose from, and there was like, girls strength and girls cardio…. [Y]ou had to
get a certain amount of strength credits to graduate, but I would always end up
taking more, even if I didn’t really know what I was doing, and just it was mostly
like dumbbell stuff or machines, um, but it was still something where I was like,
oh this is cool, I like how this feels. And because I did it, I also just like-- it made
me stronger than other people, even at the time, where it was like, oh I can curl
10 pounds instead of everyone else who was like, I don’t wanna do that [whiny
tone], I don’t want to look like a boy, or whatever. And I was just like, who
cares? That was my mentality at the time, I was like, that’s not the worst thing.
Dylan identifies as pansexual, meaning they are open to dating people of any gender, but their
sexual orientation is not a big part of their identity.
I pretty much think that, like, everybody’s hot; I don’t really have a preference. I
see people all the time where I’m like, I’ll see someone on the internet or in
person, whatever, where it’s like I don’t know what gender they are, but like,
what’s up?... I pretty much have dated and been interested in like, whoever.
That’s kinda how it’s always been for me. I never had a, like, a-- aha moment
where it was like oh, I’m also interested in… It was just kind of like a thing that
I’ve always been like, okay, whatever, in high school, you know like my friends
and I experimented… and it was always just very fluid to me…. I have some
friends and some people that I know that are really-- like, really take pride in
their identity of being like, bisexual or pansexual, and they are just “this is who I
am,” but again, if a question mark made a noise, like that’s kinda where I’m at. If
you’re hot, that’s cool. We could, like, see what’s going on and if we click, that’s
fine.
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College
Although Dylan didn’t share many details, they made it clear that they had significant
social emotional challenges in high school and, especially, in their three years of college, that
included an eating disorder and depression.
When I was in college… those were a really rough couple of years that, like,
truth be told I don’t even really remember a lot of because we went through so
many kind of medication changes for me that I had like, psychosis for a little bit,
a whole mess of things.
Gender confusion likely contributed to their negative body image and other emotional trauma,
but Dylan has never talked to a therapist—or to their parents—about gender identity.
I was like more tomboyish growing up and more masculine, but [transgender
identity] was never an idea that I knew how to verbalize with myself until I was
probably 19 or 20…. That was something I really navigated on my own with the
help of friends and things like that. It’s always very-- it’s intimidating to try to
talk to someone about it that I don’t know because it’s like, I don’t know how
they’re gonna react to it. Or it’s-- I-- when I was really still in therapy and
working with a therapist and stuff, I was dealing with things that were a lot more
pressing.
I remember kind of researching-- like I had seen somebody on Instagram or
Tumblr or whatever website mention like, being, like, genderqueer or gender
fluid, and I was like, what is this? And I kinda looked into it more and was like,
well this doesn’t feel right, I’m still like, whatever.
Then it was kind of like, finding the term nonbinary and being like, ohhhh that
sounds more right. Like I don’t feel like a woman, I don’t feel like womanhood is
a thing I have, like, and then the first time I… talked to a friend of mine who was
a trans person and I had confided in them about it, and uhh, I was like, you know,
I really don’t like being referred to as like a she and a her, I’m not a he, either,
but-- and they were like, well have you tried they/them pronouns? And I was
like, no, I didn’t even know we could-- aaand they’re like yeah, if you’d be
comfortable I could like, refer to you in that way and you can see how you feel.
Like many trans and nonbinary people, Dylan’s learning curve about their own gender identity
was a process facilitated in part by information gathered on the Internet. They first discovered
powerlifting on social media as well.
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Adulthood
Powerlifting was a perfect fit for Dylan’s nonbinary, androgynous identity because, at
least in their gym, the focus is on getting stronger rather than on hyper-masculinized or hyperfeminized messages about how fitness enhances one’s heteronormative sex appeal. Dylan noted
that these messages
can be really triggering for people if they have a history of eating disorders or
dysmorphia, … you know that was kind of a turn-off from bodybuilding for me,
too, because it made me kind of dysphoric of, like, my gender and stuff because it
was like, I’m neither of these things-- I’m not, like, a hyper-man, but I’m not, like,
super-femme with the spray tan and the extensions, so it was like, I don’t really
work in either of these things, and uhh you know the fitness industry in general
needs a lot of work, but that work is being done, which is awesome, but yeah, I
would love to see more women participating and not partaking in internalized
misogyny.
Dylan regards the fitness industry with skepticism because it profits from reinforcing sexist and
genderist (and racist, they implied elsewhere) notions about ideal and inferior bodies; these social
messages make them uncomfortable in other settings as well.
A lot of times too, sometimes even just shopping for athletic clothes and things,
like in person, it can be really triggering because of other things I’ve dealt with,
but like, a lot of times everything I like probably doesn’t fit me correctly because
it’s only in, like, the men’s section. And then everything in the women’s, which
fits me better is very hyper-feminine and very, you know-- my presentation is
kind of like, in the middle of the line; I lean more towards masculine, and like,
yeah, it’s a lot of that and everything is about looking skinny and it’s all about
trying to be sexy and it’s just like very-- maybe no one does anything overt to
make me uncomfortable, but it’s [uncomfortable] enough just to be in that space.
[P]owerlifting is really the only, at least, like, strength training related thing that
I’ve seen where there isn’t marketing with it that’s like, you’re gonna look, like,
sexy and hot for men. And it’s like, finally, something! There are still women in
this sport who are like, I lift weights, I’m still hot, which like, that’s cool, but
that’s their own thing, that’s not, like, branding.
Of course, the sport is not completely immune from toxic masculinity. “As a culture,” Dylan
explains, powerlifting is still
kinda backwards in a lot of ways because it is still primarily a sport that’s run by,
like, cis het white men. But there’s a lot of-- there’s a growing movement, at
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least that I see on the Internet [and at my inclusive gym], that’s a lot more, like,
queer people, queer people of color, a lot of gender nonconforming folks-- but
[since it’s] still kind of, like, held by white dudes, there’s still a lot of backwards
things in it and a lot of like, gross things being said.
Dylan speaks highly of their gym being welcoming to LGBTQ people.
[At our gym] we have several, uhh, very open and visible transgender members,
umm at least four of the coaches are, like gay in some way, umm and nobody
really says or does anything [disrespectful toward them].… It’s one of those kind
of unspoken things that if you, like, mess with someone here, like there will be
problems. And…we have, like, two bathrooms/changing rooms where it’s like,
single stall, single person with a private shower, and like, both are unisex, … and
it’s one of those things where it’s not--no disrespect to places like this, but,
sometimes, not to go on, like, a mini-rant, but sometimes a lot of places that deal
with, like, queer people or even like, online stuff that deals with queer people it’s
a lot of like, rainbow colors and soft-- and we’re gonna, like, handle you very
delicately, which, like, some people need that. I’ve needed that at points in my
life, but sometimes I just want to like, walk into a gym that looks like, you know,
it’s like-- I’m-- I wear all black, everyone wears all black, you know, it’s like a
little bit “harder,” but it’s an unspoken thing, like, this is a safe place.
I have been powerlifting for probably about a year seriously…. I’ve always
enjoyed strength training, I always liked that style of conditioning and things like
that when I did it, and it always made me feel, like, really good and, like, strong.
I have a history of all kinds of nonsense, but it’s like, I felt really weak and not…
uhh, in control of my body for a lot of my life, aaand gender plays into that in a
big way but other stuff too, uhh, and powerlifting was like a way, I saw all these
people on like Instagram, and things like that, that were doing really-- it was just
like incredible to me that it was like these tiny people or even like these buff
people, but you know, like, these people are lifting these, like, insane amounts of
weight, and I was like, yeah, like this is great.
A lot of it is like, competing against yourself, which makes it a little bit easier. I
mean, when you get to the elite levels and things like that and you have
competition against other people when you’re breaking records and things like
that, but a lot of it is just competing against your own mind and your own
records, and things like that. It’s made me more in touch with myself, too; I feel
more in control of things, ‘cause you become super aware of little, minor things
in your body.
Powerlifting has helped Dylan to develop self-confidence and to gain a new appreciation for
their body.
I used to be kind of nervous to take video of myself in the gym, but I need to do
this to make sure my form is dialed in, you know? To kind of get over that and
have that confidence…and have that ego was a huuuge benefit, specifically with
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powerlifting. I think with any athlete you have to have that-- you can’t really
like, break a record or be the best in the world if you are like, well, I suck—it’s
like, I’m very guilty of that. [But now] working out because I like my body
versus because I hate it, was a huuuge shifting point for me, where it used to be-which is part of why I hated cardio--just like, okay, well I ate this much today so
I’m gonna do this [workout to burn off those calories], you know, as opposed to
just like, I just want to-- I feel more connected to my body and a lot more like,
hey, we gotta pick up this weight, we gotta do this thing, um yeah, it’s been
really transformative and I’m a lot more comfortable just in general.
Dylan’s occupation as a body piercer also fits their personality and gender identity.
[C]ulturally,… body piercing began with gay leather subculture, so we have a lot
of people who are familiar with queer culture and alternative culture in that way,
so they are-- it’s a lot more open and it’s like, working on trans clients is a topic
that we talk about in classes because we’re like, hey, anatomy might be a little bit
different as far as like generalists and things.
I’m definitely a workaholic, I define myself by my work, I have my whole life. I
have a tendency to be like, what big project can I take on? Like, I want to look at
this thing that seems impossible and I just want to do it, partially it’s an ego
thing, for the sake of like, saying that I did it when people didn’t think I could,
like, full disclosure [they laugh].
I work for a small business, so a lot of it is me just like, finding uhh something
that’s wrong and being like, all right, I wanna fix this. And it’s the same kind of
idea, okay I have to do X, Y, Z, and then we’ll fix it. I definitely think
powerlifting fed into that, because like, I’ve failed at a lot of things-- or I, like,
lost my interest, I get bored really easily so, uh, I fell out of a lot of stuff, or like,
you know whatever, so uhh powerlifting definitely made it more enjoyable to
seek out goals because it was something like, oh I can accomplish this, and
there’s a more clear path to doing it.
Dylan appreciates when people affirm their nonbinary identity, both in the workplace and in the
gym:
So when I go to, like, industry conferences and stuff and people just, like,
without even thinking twice gender me correctly or if I’m standing in a group
and someone misgenders me and before I can open my mouth one of my friends
is like, hey [Dylan] uses they/them pronouns; don’t do that again. And I leave
feeling alive and full of light.
The gym’s staff and some members planned a free LGBTQ open gym to demonstrate the gym’s
inclusive values. But large registration numbers and many questions from people interested in
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attending prompted the gym’s management to turn it into a lifting seminar with a formal
program.
It was just gonna be an open gym, and now it’s become a seminar to help people
because so many people feel intimidated or unsafe or what have you, and there’s
been like a small amount of like blowback about it on social media from people
… doing the whole, like, “well when is the straight lifting day?” you know all
that, like, corny sh*t. One dude would not stop and was harping on it, and like
the owner of the gym, who as far as I know is a cis het white dude, was just like,
yeah f**k that guy. It was just like, yeah man, I love that people are mad about
this, I don’t really care. It’s just one of those things where it’s like, he’s a great
ally without being outspoken and wanting brownie points for it, he’s more just
like, “Why are people mad? This is dumb. This is a thing we’re having here, and
if people have a problem with it, I don’t need their money.” And it’s like, man,
that’s so tight, you know?
Seminar attendees learned about a kind of equalizing formula in powerlifting that measures how
strong a person is, pound for pound.
[In] powerlifting, yes, weight moves weight, a 300-pound person is going to have
an easier time picking up 800 pounds than a 150-pound person…. The Wilkes
coefficient is…basically like a ratio of like, someone’s weight vs. the amount of
weight they pull, and so that’s kind of how they even things out between people
in a weight class; that’s how you stack people against each other. Actually this
came up at the LGBTQ seminar: day two of the people who spoke, my coach and
another coach there-- my coach is like 6 feet tall, he’s like, solid muscle, he has
the highest total in the gym, and the other person who spoke was-- is a young
lesbian woman who is, like my height, maybe a little shorter, she probably
weighs 130-150 pounds, and her total [number of pounds lifted] is smaller than
his, but she has a higher Wilkes. So technically, she’s stronger than he is.
Dylan is proud to have won a bronze medal in their first powerlifting meet:
It was a cool time. That was my first, like sanctioned meet—I had done like a
push-pull thing for charity, which is like bench and deadlift only, um and that
was like, judged but it wasn’t held by any class or held by any federation or
anything, so that was my first actual actual meet, um it was super fun. Granted,
there were only four people in my weight class, but still, I took bronze, which
was nice. That prep cycle had been interesting. I spent a lot of this year uh,
traveling for work, I was doing a bunch of uhh events for this one company
where they would hire me to come out and, like, pierce at a temporary location. It
was cool, but it made it hard to like train on a regular cycle, so I did that
especially a lot in the summer and then that meet was on a Saturday, weigh-ins
were on Friday, and I-- there’s an industry-wide conference…that…happened to
fall at the end of that week in Vegas. So I went because I had to work, like, a
vendor booth- uhm, and I went and I trained and everything, but traveling just
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throws you off no matter what…. I was like exhausted, I definitely hadn’t eaten
enough that week, and that meet I was just, I’m gonna put numbers on the board;
I’m not gonna go for any crazy things…. I was nervous, it was my first time,
like, squatting in front of judges, so I was like, oh my gosh, but my numbers
were, like, really good,…and I was not expecting to medal at all, and then I, like,
got bronze, which I was like, That’s cool! That’s awesome! And my mom and
my grandma came out, which was really nice, you know, they just knew I lifted
weights, they were like, okay, that’s cool that you do it, but we don’t really
understand because, like, unless you’re in it, you don’t really know what the
difference is between, like, bodybuilding, weightlifting, strongman, powerlifting- it’s all just like, they’re at the gym a lot.
Dylan’s mother and grandmother have supported Dylan in all their endeavors, but Dylan has not
(yet) come out to them as transgender. Although it is not a team sport, Dylan acknowledges how
important the community is to individual progress; this is similar to how Ben explained CrossFit.
There have been days in the gym where I just reeeally wanted a lift, and it just
wasn’t there, whether I didn’t sleep enough, or I didn’t eat enough or I was just
having an off day, which happens, and uhh, like, I would get all, like teary, it’s
just frustrating because you’re like, my body can do this, why isn’t it doing it?
and it’s just-- and like, I would be almost in tears and [my coach would] take me
out back and be like, listen, this sh*t happens, it’s okay. You’re not-- like, this
doesn’t make you not strong; you just have to go back in there and finish the
workout. And having someone to do that where it’s like, I’m supportive, and I
identify with this because I’ve been there. She was someone who like, last
winter, I was supposed to do a meet in like January, but I was just-- I have
seasonal depression on top of other stuff, but it just got, like, super bad to where I
was supposed to be at the gym five days a week and I was going, like, two if I
was lucky, and I-- of course I was missing lifts because I wasn’t training well,
and she was like, I have missed a lift in every single workout this winter. She’s
like, I get it. I know it sucks. She’s like, that’s the whole thing with powerlifting,
we’re all like, yeah we’ve cried in the gym before, but it’s just ‘cause you want it
so bad and uhh I cannot say enough, they’ve been awesome. A bunch of my
friends at the gym-- we all go through the same sh*t. We all know. It’s very
much like a-- kind of-- we all want each other to do well, you know? I’ve put up
on the Internet, like, does anyone have any tips on getting out of a funk after a
bad lifting day, and like, my inbox is a bunch of people [offering support] like,
hey man this happens; this is what I do, but you know you’re still strong as f**k,
and, like, I’ll reach out the same thing. It’s a really cool community of people
because we all kind of get the bullsh*t that comes with it as opposed to people
who maybe don’t get powerlifting who might be like, so what? You missed a
lift? Whatever, that’s a bummer, at least you didn’t have to do six, you only had
to do five, but it’s like nooo you don’t get it.
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Dylan has not entered many competitions yet, but they are motivated to keep training and
marking their progress at future powerlifting meets. Reflecting on their experience of prepping
for and then winning a medal at their last meet, Dylan said,
It was really cool. It was really exciting, and it made me-- it-- the prep cycles can
be so exhausting, there was definitely a point where I was like, man I don’t know
if I want to do this, like, I paid, I’m gonna go, but like, I just want it to be over
with. And then, like at the meet day I was like, when’s my next one? It’s just
like-- it’s a really awesome, like, adrenaline rush that I’m finally here, I’m ready,
I’m doing this thing that I love, this is what I’ve worked for, and it’s a huge, like,
euphoria. It’s really awesome. I enjoy it. I don’t have another meet planned yet
because I’m still rehabbing some, like, form issues and some body issues, but I
want to compete again. I think I’m going to do another one in the summer; it’ll
be awesome.
As Dylan continues to shape and strengthen their body through powerlifting workouts and
competitions, they also hope to change their gender expression to be more androgynous.
I would probably-- I would definitely keep training, um, full disclosure I would
probably take steroids, um, I really like the idea of being, like, very muscular,
um, I would probably get a breast reduction of some sort, like not to have a
totally flat chest, but just to kinda get them out of the way…. I would probably
try to grow a mustache, that’s something I would really like to have that, like,
would be, like, a side effect of steroids; if I ever got to that point, it would be
super cool. Um I would just definitely-- I think I would keep my hair long. I
would definitely still wear makeup and stuff because I like it, and my skin is not
great. Ummm yeah, I would change up the way I dress a little bit, um, and be a
little bit more on the masculine side, but that would come I guess with, like, my
body changing and things like that. Um, I wouldn’t be, like, dramatically
different than what I have right now, but it would be, like, enough changes to
where it would be, like, a little bit more androgynous-- a little bit more, like,
visibly androgynous. Even though you can look more on one end or the other and
still be nonbinary, I don’t want to look soooo soft, I guess is the word.
Dylan is a question mark rattling weights and making noise as they seek out safe physical and
emotional space in which to develop their evolving athletic and gender identities.
Alex: cover dialogue
Alex’s choice for a cover was a photo taken at a baseball tournament in which our team
competed a couple of years ago. I explained what I noticed when ze presented it to me: “[I]t’s
blurry…, but you’re like, definitely you can see your eyes are, like, focused in, right? So that’s
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cool. And then, you’re reaching-- all your body weight is like right there, [I smack my left thigh]
right on your plant leg. Um and then, yeah, arm is whipping around, your arm’s already whipped
through. So why do you like that picture the best?”
“Um I think it ‘cause there’s a-- to me a
pretty significant sense of the motion that is
happening in that, um, and this also seems to me
like a pretty-- [pause] like, that can be identified as
yes, you are pitching. Clearly. And I was like,
Figure 13. A Baseball Pitcher (Anonymous)

pitching well. And I think that is something that’s

not expected in our league as much, and I think there are also a fair number of people who pitch
in our league who don’t have like, really pitcher-like pitching motions. It’s much more about
throwing than pitching. I like the fact that no, I am a pitcher and I have been a pitcher my entire
life and I learned this when I was little, and it’s as natural to me as any other type of throwing.”
“And the focus too, you can see that your eyes are locked in. So ideally, a picture like
that let’s say—what would the background be?...”
“I think I like the aspects of this that are very clearly a baseball field.”
“Mound, basepath, outfield grass, warning track, fence.”
“And also having the infield grass? A lot of the fields that I played on growing up didn’t
have that and so it felt really special to have that, and also softball fields don’t have that, um, so
there’s just something about that that just clearly represents a baseball field and real grass.”
It is significant that Alex did not mention gender at all when talking about that photo at
the end of our first interview. It emphasizes that ze identifies as a baseball pitcher but not as any
particular gender. Internally, Alex knows who ze is; the tension comes from the outside. Baseball
is generally assumed to be for boys and men; girls, women, and nonbinary people are outsiders.
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Alex does not mention in the interview that “our league” is a “women’s” league. I like to point
this out to people in order to claim space for women in the sport, but in the binary sex-segregated
sports field, Alex has no league of zir own.
Gender equals tension for Alex, which was evident in zir response to my first question of
the second interview about whether there was anything ze wanted to add about the photograph:
“Umm, one of the things that I also liked about that photo was the lack of focus on gender in the
photo, and really highlighting being an athlete and being in motion as opposed to identity-type
things and you, like can’t really see my face-- pretty ambiguous in many ways, which is, I think,
something that made me feel more comfortable with it.”
“Ohh, ‘cause in other photos do you feel less comfortable if--"
“Yeaaahhh I think there’s-- a couple things. One is, since baseball pants are quite tight,
being able to, like, see the curve of my hips, which always makes me uncomfortable, and I think
it is also very different from a lot of the photos from when I was young when I had really long
hair, and so I think had I picked out a photo then, like being able to see the braid that I always
had would have been really significant, and now, it’s-- I feel much more distant from that-appearance and representation of myself, so, having the-- less obvious gender cues is something
that I appreciate.”
“So for you in that photo, when you look at that photo, tell me about the gender cues-well, the things that we see or don’t see and the things that are actually true for you.”
“I think, you can definitely tell that I have short hair, which I have mixed feelings about
because the masculine is-- considered gender neutral in many ways, which, I don’t appreciate,
but-- is the reality of how people read us, and also-- how I have-- presented myself to appear
more androgynous, uh, but it’s definitely helpful in that picture by not giving a more feminine
gender cue. Ummm-- and then I think…it’s focused much more on the motion, and this is also
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before I had top surgery, but you can’t really tell in the picture, um, which definitely makes me
feel more comfortable. I think also the lack of focus in the photo is a bit helpful [ze chuckles] to
make things-- more ambiguous. And I do have a feeling that most people seeing this would
assume that it’s a guy, especially because it’s baseball, but I don’t think-- anyone-- but I feel like,
if you’re told that it’s not a guy it wouldn’t be, like, unbelievable.”
“Yeah, exactly. Yeah the hips-- you see more of the butt.”
“Yeah it’s a good angle [ze laughs].”
The specificity of Alex’s love of baseball contrasts with zir appreciation for gender
ambiguity.
Alex’s SAGA
Gender? –No. Just no.
Baseball? –Yes, please!
Childhood
Alex describes baseball as zir first love, partly because ze played a lot growing up with a
nephew about a year older than Alex who was into baseball. Ze reasoned,
I’m assuming some of that rubbed off on me, uh, but I think I was just always
interested in throwing things [ze laughs], and my dad—when I used to talk to
him—would often talk about when I was-- I think I was like 10 months old,
maybe, we were sitting in the living room on the floor, and had one of those
slightly bigger, squishy, rubbery balls, and we were just like throwing it back and
forth, and he said that like every single time I would throw it, like, directly into
his lap. And I mean it was only like a foot or two, but still, some consistency…
Zir parents were supportive of zir sports involvement.
Yeah, I just always really liked throwing and that came very naturally to me, so I
really wanted to sign up for t-ball [around age 5 or 6] and my parents were kinda
like, we have expressed zero interest in this, so we don’t know quite why you’re
so into it, but sure…. [M]y dad had played baseball kind of informally growing
up, and his dad had been a huge baseball fan,… and my mom had actually been a
really big baseball fan, she grew up in Brooklyn so she was a big fan of the
Brooklyn Dodgers…. So [baseball] wasn’t totally new to either of them. And
yeah, that was the first organized sport that I was playing and was just always
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really into it and would you know, find ways to play catch or throw a ball against
the wall all the time.
Alex also acknowledged the strong impact of good coaches on the development of zir baseball
skills. In Little League Minors (for kids age 9 and 10),
that was when kids first started pitching and also when I started pitching.
Because I fortunately had a really awesome coach who I had been with in Junior
Minors and then again when I moved into the Minors, and he was kinda like,
well, if anyone wants to try pitching, like, go for it (h), like I don’t care, we’ll
figure it out. I’m still kind of impressed that I even said I wanted to pitch because
I was incredibly shy and was really happy to just do whatever the coaches
wanted me to do, which made me one of the coaches’ favorites because I listened
really well [laughs] and followed directions. Um, and so I said yeah, I’d like to
try this, and I’m pretty sure the first time I actually pitched off a mound was like,
in a game and towards the end of a game and it-- I kind of made it up, but I was
accurate enough that it worked.
Good mentorship was also an important factor in Alex’s passion for and progress in Tae Kwon
Do, which ze continues to practice to this day largely because of the World Martial Arts
Association’s commitment to:
creating these environments of being supportive and having a community that is
there to push you in terms of Tae Kwon Do but also to be supportive in any
aspect of your life. And it’s-- a-- it’s definitely interesting because a lot of the
classes that I went to are-- or were afterschool programs so there are people there
who will be there for a year and never come back, but there’s this sense of, you
know, if you want to stick with it, you will be a part of this group no matter
what…. I kind of started when I was 6 at a day camp, and then got more into by
the time I was 7 and was going to practice at various points in my life between 1
and 3 times a week, and I feel like that was a very different type of space because
I would also like hang out with folks from practice afterwards for meals, and we
would do some weekend and summer trips, uh ‘cause the headmaster of the
association has land up in the Catskills, 3 hours away from the city, and they do a
9-day long summer camp every year, and did some other things throughout the
year, so I had a much deeper relationship with a lot of those people….
In describing Tae Kwon Do classes as “a very different type of space,” ze underscores
that other social and sports spaces in zir life feel less welcoming, less safe. Most coaches
understand that athletic coaching encompasses much more than teaching sport-specific
skills, but they may underestimate or misunderstand the impact that even a subtly
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LGBTQ-affirming approach could have on human lives. The World Martial Arts
Association emphasizes that martial arts practice, skills, and values should carry over to
all aspects of a person’s life. With that in mind, one can see the metaphorical
implications of the following anecdote:
I remember when I was a yellow belt, I was 7, I think, and one of the instructors
that I was with a lot I had become pretty close to because I spent a lot of time
with him in the classes, and I would also, like, come early for the kindergarten
and first grade class and help out there, and I went to summer camp there. And I
think by the next year I was, like, skipping all of summer camp just to help out in
the classes that he was teaching all day. And so he was kinda like, hey, you’re,
like, clearly interested in this, let me focus on something that everyone else will
be learning but let’s work on it now. And, you know, I was 7 years old, he was
like 5’10” and he was like, all right, I’m gonna show you how to knock me over
and, like, let you do that, and so it was just really awesome to be like, you are
almost twice my height, and yet, I can do this, and like you-- you can teach me
how to do it in a safe way for both of us.
Teaching a young person how to knock down an older person safely but assertively parallels
supporting a trans person in their assertion of an authentic identity that opposes dominant
cultural discourse. The difference, in Alex’s case, is that ze had to figure out zir trans identity
with little guidance from mentors or other role models—and no language to provide clarity
around it. At least the liberal urban environment in which ze grew up afforded Alex relative
freedom to pursue various passions independently from a young age:
I remember, starting when I was about three, knowing-- it wasn’t quite that I
disliked the name that I had at the time, but I really liked the name Alex because
I knew both boys and girls named Alex and I thought it was really cool that it
didn’t automatically give away a gender…. I think from a very young age, I just
had a feeling that I was interested in doing a wide variety of things, and I kinda
knew that some of the things that I was interested in were stereotypically boys’
things, and I didn’t like some stereotypically girls’ things, mainly around like,
clothes and, like, makeup-related things, but I really did like some of that, too,
and fortunately-- not [makeup]-- um, but like stereotypically girls’ things, like I
really liked taking care of babies, and I was into baking and sewing and stuff like
that, um, and I fortunately was living in an area and with parents and at a time
when that was like, totally fine. But I very much identified with being a tomboy
by the time I was like 5 or 6. Before then I don’t remember anything specific
about how I thought about my gender other than the name thing, and I think I-that was around the time I was growing out my hair to have the really long braid
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when I was about 5 or 6, and I didn’t think of it much in terms of a gender thing,
it was just like, oh this is just my hair, and this is what I do. And I definitely did
have the feedback that people read me as a girl because of it, but I also didn’t
have the awareness that there were any other possibilities.
I was uncomfortable with my name because of the gendered implications, and I
liked the name Alex, [but then] when I was about 6 my sister started going by her
middle name, so she became Alex. It was very frustrating. But also I hadn’t told
anyone, so I don’t know what I thought was going to happen. [Ze laughs.] Um,
then I went through this list of names that I would just think about a lot that
tended to be very gender neutral names, and in my mind I’m just like, oh, these
are just names that I would use for children if I have them, but I think I was
actually-- thinking about what I would like more, and then I just kind of forgot
about it.
Alex had an unusually early exposure to the word “transgender,” but the term did not resonate
with zir personally until after college.
That didn’t feel quite right-- er-- ‘cause I knew the word trans beforehand. Um
because I-- where I grew up was like a block or two away from a neighborhood
where there were a lot of trans sex workers, and so I would see them and it was
just like, my parents explaining like, this is who they are, and then, I also
watched Boys Don’t Cry when I was 10 or something like that, and it was
actually on the farm where I wound up living,… so it was just a bunch of people
who were there for a weekend or a week or however long it is, and I was one of
the youngest kids in the group, and they were just like, oh we should go in the
house and watch this movie. And it really freaked me out, but I also wasn’t sure
that I was allowed to be watching tv, so I didn’t tell anyone that I’d seen it, um,
and so my associations with the word trans were 1, this really traumatic story and
um, like it being--having the violence associated with that, and also in that being
very stereotypically masculine, and then [2,] looking at the sex workers who I
saw, that was a very, like, heightened sense of femininity, and I was like, I-- I’m
not going to that extreme. So my original notions of trans were very binaryfocused.
Ze gradually learned different terminology related to gender identity, but it took a while for
Alex to understand the complexity of zir trans identity, especially because ze tended not to
express zir conflicted feelings about it.
I had a conversation with my mom, I think it was in 5th grade, I remember on the
playground, and we were talking about the difference [between “sex” and
“gender”] for some reason, and my mom was explaining it as like a grammar
difference, and people being uncomfortable using the word “sex” so using the
word gender instead, and I don’t know what happened in this conversation, but
somehow what I got from it was like, the actual difference between the two of
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them…. I think part of what I took from that conversation when I was like, 10, I
think, was this understanding of like, okay, I can like have an identity in terms of
gender that is not necessarily related to my body. And, that was very reassuring
to be like, oh okay, this is a thing, people have words for it, and even if I didn’t
have a word for my actual identity, and I didn’t really talk about it, it was like
this internal sense of like, this is not just me, and other people have
acknowledged something along these lines.
Adolescence
Alex did not talk much about middle school, other than to say ze had a crush on zir
seventh grade social studies teacher, a woman. In high school, though, Alex explained,
I put off identifying as anything other than straight for a while because I had this
very strong feeling that I-- I knew that most-- or that people assumed that
tomboys were gonna be gay, and I was like, no. I’m gonna be different. I’m
gonna be the straight tomboy, and it’s gonna be fine, and I’m just gonna like,
defy all of these expectations. I don’t know why that was in my brain, um
[laughs].
Alex’s opposition to gendered expectations included a failed attempt to continue playing baseball
in high school instead of switching to softball, as birth-assigned girls were expected to do (and
still are to this day).
I went into [ninth grade] having heard from people for years, oh, you’re gonna
switch to softball, and me being, like I don’t want to, it’s a different sport; this is
my sport, also I’m a pitcher. Like, that’s very different.
Alex hoped the female athletic director at the school would be supportive of zir desire to play on
the ninth grade baseball team instead of playing varsity softball, but she was not.
I went to talk to her…and said like, hey, I play baseball, I want to do this, and her
reaction was kind of like, well, there’s a special physical fitness test that you
have to pass in order to even try out for the team, that boys don’t have to do,
aaaand good luck. [Meanwhile,] I was having a really hard time in ninth grade.
I’m pretty sure I was depressed and it just like wasn’t being acknowledged by
anyone, so I was getting really frustrated with, just like, having to go to school,
also my school was an hour away and it was a really long day and a lot of
homework, so I wasn’t getting a lot of sleep, um, and that did not help at all. So
after, like, one or two other conversations with the athletic director not being
supportive at all, I was just like you know what, I can’t. I, like, don’t have the
energy to figure this out. So I decided to try out for the softball team in the
spring, and I was still playing baseball in my Little League because they had stuff
that went-- I think up to age 18, which is pretty unique, um, and I knew that I was
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still gonna be able to do that, so I figured, I’ll try it, it’ll give me something to do;
I like team sports, aaand it was kind of satisfying going to those [softball]
tryouts, and I remember just, the initial throwing portion before we were, like,
doing anything else, the two captains came over to me immediately and were
like, who are you, what’s your name, what position do you play? So it was kind
of satisfying for it to be a really easy switch, and also ‘cause I had already moved
up to the 90-foot bases in baseball, going back to the 60-foot bases in softball it
was like, oh, I got this, no problem. And on the 90-foot bases, I was still pitching,
and catching, and also playing third base, so I had the arm to do it, and it was so
much easier going back down to the smaller field.
When I asked about batting, ze said,
It was theoretically fast-pitch, but no one really knew how to do fast-pitch, so it
was, like, even easier [to hit] than slow-pitch because it was just a slow, straight
pitch, so I was batting, I think it was like .460 that year [laughs]…. [Then] for the
rest of high school I was batting in the .700’s and .800’s [wow!] because, well, I
transferred schools after ninth grade and the league we were playing in was even
worse, so like, half of my team had never played softball before high school and
that was a pretty common thing, so it got to the point where I could place the ball
while I was batting like every single time. And so that sense of domination was
really awesome, and I played shortstop my first year, and then from 10th through
12th grade I was the only catcher on my team, or at least for my high school
team, and again, because the field was smaller and I had a good arm I could
throw people out really easily, and I could like, throw to second from my knees
without a problem, so that was fun.
Toward the end of tenth grade at zir new school, ze developed a crush on a teammate that was
mutual—though the other student would not admit it. This became a toxic relationship for Alex.
[T]here was this weird thing in her repertoire of being awful, um, she had started
playing [softball] before high school, and considering that, she was pretty good,
but I was clearly better than her. But I think she was really insecure about that
and so would try to make me, like, reassure her that she was as good as I was and
that I didn’t think that I was better than her, and then I was also playing on a
softball team in my Little League who had people who had just been playing
much longer so I think overall they were a better team, and she would get really
defensive about, like, which team was better, and it was like, I-- why?-- shshsss
[exasperated sound]….
Alex managed conflicted emotions about the relationship by trying not to think about the
stressful aspects of it but instead to focus on the positive connection to another person at a time
when friendships were scarce.
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I had this feeling of, like, I don’t want to like you, and I don’t really even want to
spend time with you, but I don’t know what else to do. And I’d felt pretty
alienated from most other people. Um, soooo at the time I was like, okay, I
guess, like, this is a thing, but I’m not gonna think about my identity in a larger
context because that’s too hard. And then she was starting to assert the fact that
she was bi, and I was like, okay that makes sense to me too, and she would say
nope, you’re not allowed to be bi; you have to be gay, um, so that was a
contentious thing. Um, I think I just kind of didn’t think about it for a lot of high
school.
Thoughtful (though not talkative) by nature, Alex continued to pick up clues to zir trans and
nonbinary identity that ze could not yet articulate clearly.
[In] my senior year of high school, my history class was a feminist theory class,
and we at some point were talking about gender things, as you do in feminist
theory, and, uh, I think, I’m pretty sure that was when I learned the word
cisgender, and I had this very clear idea of like, this is how people perceive me,
and this is somehow not right. And that was, like, as far as I got in that thought.
College
The transition from playing on a girls’ softball team in high school to a women’s team at
a small, Division III liberal arts college in the Midwest caused discomfort.
[W]ith the word girls, I never liked it, but I was like, okay, I know that that was a
thing that I identified with mooore when I was younger, and so it doesn’t feel as
wrong—and then when you change it to women, I’m like, I-- I’m not a woman,
like, I will never be one, this is weird and uncomfortable. But that’s not
something I really talked about.
Ze tried to put that out of zir mind as a coping mechanism. Meanwhile, the baseball field was
adjacent to the softball field, but metaphorically out of bounds for Alex, and zir college coach
treated zir badly, which other players on the team noticed. On a positive note, Alex met some
trans people and enjoyed the socially liberal campus atmosphere, but ze did not yet assert a
nonbinary identity for zirself.
[My college] was super queer in many ways [ze laughs].... [T]here were a
handful of people who started using they, them, and theirs [pronouns], um, aaand
there were a handful of-- I think it was only trans guys that I was aware of, most
of them named Elliott, or Eli [ze laughs]…. [T]here was just a lot more people
who, even if they weren’t identifying as trans, were much more flexible with
gendered expectations, so partially because of that and partially because I think I
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used college as much more of a healing time than an exploratory time because I
was finally getting away from my parents, getting away from, um, the abusive
girlfriend that I had in high school, and-- finally, like, making a really solid group
of friends who were my age, and so it was like, all right, this is comfortable
enough right now.
Adulthood
Things became uncomfortable quickly after zir college graduation when Alex got a job
teaching at a charter school in Boston. Ze was not using gender neutral pronouns yet, but ze had
at least insisted that people call zir just by zir first name and not by any nicknames, figuring then
ze would just have to get used to one unpleasant name instead of many. Unfortunately, the
students at the strict school wore uniforms and did not call teachers by their first names. Alex
was distraught at zir own “uniform”—much as Will would likely have been in a women’s
collegiate squash uniform.
I had to dress up every day, and that felt terrible, um, and-- a lot of that job felt
terrible, but I would just come home every day and just immediately take off all
of my clothes and put on sweatpants and a sweatshirt and, like, curl up in bed for
a while. And there were definitely times when I was getting dressed in the
morning that it would, like, make me cry a little bit, um. And then in school I was
Miss [last name redacted], and just every single time I was just like, awh this
feels terrible, like, everything about this is wrong. I got used to the first name, but
now I gotta do this, and then the students in the school also would largely just
call teachers Miss and Mr, and so I was just Miss, and I was like ughhh, it just
makes me cringe every time [said while cringing].
The next year Alex was happy to teach at a different, less formal high school. However, zir
increased comfort with the school’s more relaxed dress code and first-name basis did not
translate to increased comfort overall.
I could wear clothing that was much more comfortable to me, um, and I could
also go by my first name, which was still not comfortable but better than “Miss.”
And that year, I think I was just not doing very well in general, and I’d also
moved in with different people, so I wasn’t with my really good friend from
undergrad, and… I wasn’t doing much outside of work, um, and that year was
when I decided that I was gonna move to the farm.… I think it was just kind of a
continuation of the thought process-- of reacting to the much more gendered
clothes and being called “Miss,” and giving that a lot more thought, especially
thinking about people who I knew from [college] who had changed their name
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and pronouns, and being like okay, so this is possible, but like, could I ever
actually do that? Like, I don’t have a name that I want to go by, and would this
ever actually be okay with anyone else?
Alex expended significant cognitive and emotional energy to negotiate both intrapersonal
(gender doesn’t feel right) and interpersonal (“Would this ever actually be okay with anyone
else?”) considerations in the process of developing zir authentic identity. Ze supported LGBTQ
youths as an advisor to the Gay-Straight Alliance (GSA) while also trying to figure out how to
forge zir own identity.
In both schools I was part of the GSA and helping advise those, but in the second
school, there were a couple of out trans students, and it just seemed like much
more of a possibility in that environment, and not having to go by Miss or Mr
made it a lot easier to think about it as a possibility…. [At that school,] we had
weekly meetings for the GSA, and their practice was that you would go around
and say your name and pronouns, and that was the first time that I was regularly
doing that, and every time it got to me, I remember never saying, like, “my
pronouns are she/her and hers,” I would say, like, “you can use she/her and hers”
[for me] as a way of, like, distancing myself from those, and it was just a weekly
reminder of, like, this doesn’t feel right.
Small linguistic details that other people likely did not even notice represented important and
validating coping strategies for Alex in the absence of suitable language for zir undefinable
identity. In addition to language-based tension, zir body was also causing anxiety.
And I think that was also the year when I kind of allowed myself to think about
the fact that I really didn’t like my chest, um, and that it was making me
uncomfortable, um, and so I did start seeing a therapist for my last couple of
months while I was there, um and was able to find someone through [the city’s
LGBTQ health network], and they have a-- like, youth centered place that I can’t
remember the name of, and they defined youth as being up to, like, 30, I think,
which was great. So I was able to get a therapist through there and finally
expressed to someone else, okay this is something I’m uncomfortable with, I
don’t know what to do, and just kind of talking through the fact that I had felt
this way for a long time, that it wasn’t something new, and that there were
options of things to do. And it was interesting talking to her because their whole
system was set up so that it was relatively easy to get hormones, and she was like
if you want to do that, you can do that, and I’m like, but no, that’s not what I
want. If I could, like, pick and choose the effects of hormones, it would be great,
but I definitely don’t want all of them, and really the problem is my chest, and
hormones are not gonna help with that.
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Desperately needing change on many levels, Alex moved out of the city and on to a communal
farm in upstate New York that ze had visited with zir family.
As soon as I moved to the farm, I um, bought, like, the tightest sports bras that I
could find and started wearing those as, like, a transition into wearing a binder,
um, and I think relatively soon after, I bought like, a $7 binder on the internet,
which was not the best quality, but I-- only wore it, like, once or twice and only
for a couple hours at a time for a little while until the following year um, and I
had a conversation with one person on the farm like, hey, this doesn’t feel
right…. [H]e was good in terms of, like, thinking about name things, and I think
one of the reasons I talked to him actually was a number of people who I knew
through that group had changed their names at various points in time…. None of
them were gender reasons, but it was a thing of, okay, that was part of, like, a
different part of my life, and I don’t want to be connected to that anymore, and
he was often part of those conversations, and so I was like, all right, this seems
reasonable. So we did talk about some other name options, and he was like,
people change their name all the time, that’s fine. So he was supportive of that,
but just, like, didn’t understand the gender stuff really. I don’t think he said
anything particularly sh*tty, but I just didn’t feel good about it. So then I just
kind of stopped talking about it for a while.
This experience is another example of how Alex copes with multiple intense stressors by
focusing on one thing at a time—or, to use zir word, by compartmentalizing. Ze started to
address zir dysphoric discomfort with zir chest by buying a binder, which is somewhat like an
old-fashioned corset except that its purpose is to flatten the breasts rather than to accentuate them
by flattening the stomach. Binding is often painful and can cause abrasions, breathing problems,
fluid build-up in the lungs, and even broken ribs (Stein, 2018). So, even though ze only wore it
“once or twice” that year, ze had taken the active step to purchase it. Ze implied more frequent
binding the following year.
The last sentence in that anecdote (“So then I just kind of stopped talking about it”) is a
refrain that recurs in participants’ SAGAs. Ze is especially judicious about when to reflect on
aspects of zir identity and experiences and when to talk about them with others. In the next
passage of zir SAGA, Alex discusses how ze volunteered to speak—despite zir introversion and
gender-related ambivalence—at an all-school Day of Dialogue event in support of LGBTQ
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students and faculty. Day of Silence is a student-led protest observed annually in many schools
nationwide on the second Friday of April during which some students and faculty take a vow of
silence in symbolic support for LGBTQ people who suffer from silencing and marginalization.
The GSA at the second school that I worked at… had been doing this 2-day event
around Day of Silence, and they would also do a Day of Dialogue beforehand,
and so they’d have a full day of assemblies, and one of the assemblies that they
always did was having people who were connected to the school community tell
stories about anything related to their identity. There were also a bunch of people
who had queer parents, so they would sometimes talk about that, and I was still
in touch with a lot of the people and still on their email listserv, and they were
sending out these emails being like, okay, so we have some people, but it’s all-like, gay and lesbian-focused talks, and it would be really awesome to be able to
talk about gender also…. So I think I emailed the faculty leader of the group and
said, like, hey, I-- if you can’t find anyone else, I guess I can try this [ze
laughs]…. It was surprising 1) because it was talking about gender in a way that I
never really expressed to anyone else, but also, like, I didn’t do public speaking!
Alex worked hard on zir speech with help from a writer friend and then practiced it in front of
some other trusted friends, disclosing zir trans identity to them in the process.
I went back to Boston for this event, and I was staying with some of my friends
from college, and I read it out loud to them beforehand to be like, hey, I should
probably tell you this, and also I need to practice doing this because I’ve never
done it…. I also had spent a lot of time right before then looking at baby name
websites, and looking at the list of gender neutral names…, and in the process of
writing that speech was when I found [my chosen name], and I was like okay,
this feels more like it could be a thing than anything else, and I knew that I
wanted a one-syllable name and I wanted it to be relatively easily pronounceable,
and not as common as my old name, and I wanted it to have a meaning that was
somehow significant to me.
Alex was not quite ready to write zir new name into the speech, but it went well.
I gave the speech, and I also felt much more comfortable than I thought I was
going to, um, which was really nice, and I was like, oh, like this-- this feels
important, and it feels really good to share it in some way.
After getting positive feedback from friends and a former therapist about zir idea to change zir
name, ze decided to move forward with a series of thoughtful disclosures (again self-advocating
while also demonstrating compassionate attention to other people’s feelings).
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[A]ll right, this feels like a thing that I can do, and I feel like I’m in a place where
it both matters enough and I feel comfortable enough to make a change, um, so
that-- week when I was back on the farm, I called my parents because I felt like
I-- I was trying to honor them in some way, having been the people who named
me, um, and-- told them first and then called my sisters also, uh, and then the
following weekend I was going [back to my college] and meeting a bunch of my
friends there, even more people who worked in Boston, and I was like, all right,
this could be, like, the time when I tell the people who are most important to me,
um, so I told them, and then when I came back, I told first the adults on the farm
and then they set it up so-- um, all the kids were homeschooled, and they did,
like, a little check-in meeting in the morning, and they’re like, all right, you can
just do that check-in meeting and tell them. [After that,] I started sending out a
whole bunch of emails to the people who I hadn’t talked to who were still
important in my life in some way, and said like, hey, just wanna let you know,
this is a new name, also, like, I’m attaching this speech so it makes some sense,
which was really helpful. And that got mainly pretty positive feedback, [but] I
also was very selective about who I was actually sending it to.
Alex was still unsure about pronouns:
I think at that point I was like, this doesn’t-- she, her, and hers don’t feel
comfortable, but like, I’m not-- quite at a place where I feel comfortable asserting
something else, and also, I didn’t particularly like they, them, and theirs, um, so I
was like, naaahh, she/her and hers is okay for now. Let’s start with one thing. But
I did notice once people started using [my chosen name] and using “she” in
conjunction with that, in my mind I was just like, this just sounds so hilariously
wrong [ze laughs]. Like why-- why is no one else picking up on this?
A year later, a girlfriend asked if ze wanted her to use gender-neutral pronouns for zir, to which
ze replied, “Yes, please!” Soon afterward, ze moved to a Midwestern city for graduate school,
giving zir the opportunity for a fresh start, but ze was still not quite sure how to present zirself.
I first of all didn’t really know anyone, um, so my main interactions were with
people in grad school, and during the orientation for my program, the director of
the program just included pronouns in the practice of going around the room and
introducing everyone, and I was finally able to say, like, [tentatively:] maaayybe
something else [ze laughs], um, and so I think at the time I was saying you can
use-- at the very beginning I said, you can use gender neutral pronouns or I guess
she, her and hers is okay. And then in a lot of my classes they included pronouns
in introductions, and I feel like throughout the week it, like, slowly started
changing to be like, no, I actually just want gender neutral pronouns, and it got to
the point where I was saying any gender neutral pronouns are fine, I prefer not
they, them and theirs, but like, if that’s what you can do, that’s fine. And my goal
was to be like, hey, there are different pronouns, go find some that you like. But
that didn’t work so well.
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If you ask Alex now about zir gender identity, zir first answer is, “No. Just no.” Still, ze added,
Genderqueer or genderqueerish also, like, work as a term that some other people
have heard. And at the time [I wrote the speech] I was saying, like-- and I also
recognized that--my experiences fall under this umbrella notion of being trans,
but I don’t actually identify with that term personally. And over the past year or
so, I’ve slowly started using the word trans for myself more and more, because I
think it’s really helpful in-- [short pause] first, providing validity for myself in
talking about trans issues, and also kinda like, being a part of this community
especially when talking about gender affirming health care, being like, all right,
this is-- I went through a bunch of experiences that fall under trans health care, so
this is why I’m talking about it and identifying myself as trans, both for people
who are outside of the community and also for other people who are trans to be
like, yes, I am one of you and this is-- like, I’m not, a cis person coming in and
acting like an expert on this. [Nota Bene!]
When I asked what “genderqueerish” meant to Alex, ze replied,
Um, [pause] I think because even though there is no actual definition for
genderqueer, especially when you’re talking to straight cis people, they like,
want a definition, and putting the -ish on it is, like, emphasizing, no really, it’s-not quite this.
After a lapse in sports participation, Alex now plays several sports in an LGBTQ sports league
but is especially excited to be playing baseball again on a local women’s team (even though ze is
not a woman). Ze explained,
I still have the same, like, excitement about baseball and-- it just, like, makes
sense to me in the way that it did when I was younger; I just know more of the
rules now [ze laughs], which is helpful. And I think it-- it gives me an
opportunity to-- not-- think as much [zir voice rises here, as if asking a question]?
I-- in most of the rest of my life I am in my brain way too much, and baseball is
an opportunity where I feel comfortable enough with it, and like, my body knows
what’s going on, and I know enough about, like, what should be happening on
different types of plays that I can kind of like, calm-- the other stuff that’s going
on in my brain, usually [again, a question?], unless I don’t do well, and then
everything goes to sh*t [ze laughs].
I think-- probably pitching is my favorite thing to do, and the-- [pause]
when it is going well, the feeling of-- like, the whole motion of pitching being
relatively effortless, but being able to watch what happens in terms of where the
ball goes and-- like, the satisfaction of getting the ball where I want it to be.
I asked, “How has athletic participation changed how you view and treat your body?” Alex
replied,
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I think the biggest thing is that it makes me much more aware of what my body
can do and--it-- I think, has been really helpful in terms of how I also experience
dysphoria around my body because there is, like, this competing idea of like, oh
no, but even if I don’t like aspects of it, it does really awesome things, so that’s
cool. It makes me feel much better being in my body when I’m doing sports that
I like because I-- it brings out more of the positive things about my body, um,
and I think I notice when I’m not taking care of my body as much because I can’t
do those things, and so it kinda helps remind me oh no, you want to be able to do
this and it feels really good when you do this, so when you’re not playing sports
do the things that you need to do in order to make sure you can do them. To a
certain extent. It doesn’t always work out [ze laughs].
When I asked for an example, ze talked mostly about nutrition. Ze has a number of food allergies
that affect zir in different ways, but it has been a challenge to figure out which foods are best for
zir wellbeing. As Dylan also said, sports participation has helped Alex to have a less negative
mindset toward zir body. Overall, Alex’s SAGA suggests strong parallels between zir athletic
learning curve and zir evolving understanding of zir gender—or anti-gender—identity.
Kai: cover dialogue
Kai’s imagined cover embodies literal and
metaphorical tension as it depicts Kai in the midst of a
challenging climb. “Yeah, I’d be hanging on a cliff’s
edge or something.”
“Outside, right?”
“Yeah, like a proper monkey. I don’t climb
outside usually--"

Figure 14. Body Tension

“Wait a second—should we be doing this?” [We both laugh; I’m worried about
reinforcing a racist trope connecting non-white bodies to monkeys.]
“I just don’t think I’d be-- I mean, the reality is I’d probably be inside climbing; I’ll be an
indoor climber. And I-- I don’t know if I will ever meet the people I will trust with my life to do
outdoor climbing and to make that a habit. But that’s where I imagine myself on the cover.”
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“So what else, what pose, etc.?”
“My body will be in a contracted position. I’ll be, like, pulling myself up, maybe using
my legs to leverage over an edge. Or, I could be um, in a roof, under a roof, climbing out. With
my hips turned in.” [Kai is miming these movements and body positions as we talk.]
“So then what would the camera angle be? Or would there be multiple angles?”
“I think it could be a side view, so I would be-- I’d have, I think the things with roof
climbs is when you’re in between moves there are some really interesting positions you can take,
so I could even be facing the camera performing my next move along the roof.”
“Okay this is good-- so what is your expression gonna be if you are facing the camera?”
“Um probably like cool, calm, and collected [satisfied smile].”
“Awesome. Like no big deal.”
“Yeah like, “whssht, wshhsht-- wshhhst-- wsht wsht [making swishing sounds as they
move hands to different imaginary holds in an upward climbing motion].”
The roof—especially outdoors—is a daunting obstacle that Kai must use significant skill,
strength, and strategy to surmount. Climber and photographer Chris Vultaggio (2017) explains,
“Horizontal roofs, super steeps, and overhangs are among the most intimidating features in
climbing…. Many climbers panic beneath roofs because the climbing above contains cryptic
moves. Calm your mind and body with focused breathing” (paras. 1 & 5). Self-awareness and
mindfulness can help people to overcome fear of the unknown. Kai alluded to these “cryptic
moves” in suggesting various “interesting positions” they might make in the process of
negotiating a roof. Like Alex, Kai was explicitly focused on athletic techniques and skills in
envisioning their cover photo; they did not talk about gender until I asked a follow-up question
early in the second interview: “Can you talk about your gender expression and identity in that
photo that you’re imagining?”
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“Hmm that’s an interesting question because I don’t think about that. Part of why I like
climbing is it feels-- um, less gender marked and it’s becoming increasingly less so…. [T]here
used to be a lot of really thin-armed but kind of wiry women, whereas I think now there are a lot
more folks who use more brute strength and enjoy that. So it just means that there is less of a
worry about being marked as one thing or another. For me.” When Kai and Alex think about
themselves, they don’t see gender because gender describes, by definition, a relationship to one
of two binary concepts. They both prefer not to give away gender cues that will “mark” them as
one or the other because the binary does not work for them. Since their gender is, technically,
undefinable, they can only refer to their gender identities in opposition to the binary: nonbinary.
Kai’s SAGA
It would not serve me well to insist on a singular place in the binary. It-- I don’t
know if it ever did, so for me it’s just not a choice.
Childhood
I was my brother’s sister from an early age, and I think that sort of made sense,
but my own constitutional identity as a girl never was easy, uh, I think until my
teen years I was trying to kind of hold on to it because I thought it was the only
choice I had, and I was just trying to think how do I make this work? How do I
make this work?
Kai has always loved climbing trees, which fed their current passion for climbing. Their parents
“always encouraged me to be a person who ran and played outside. So a lot of that got channeled
into sports.” Kai learned to play basketball and other sports in elementary school physical
education classes and in community youth sports organizations:
I mean we always had PE classes back then, not like today, not like what students
have today, so there was a lot of learning sports then, but I think you and I also
were involved in [a community youth sports organization], right? [We played
flag] football, basketball… [and softball] in season.
Like the other participants, Kai had an early understanding of their sexual orientation; they said
they have known they were queer since the age of about five.
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Meanwhile, I was being queer in this way that I had crushes on my-- I mean,
yeah, I think I had a crush on my [youth basketball] coach and was trying to
impress her and really failed at it because I got so nervous that I ended up losing
control of the ball I was dribbling and instead kicked it across the court, and I
was SO- I was SO embarrassed! I lost my chance [to impress her].
Adolescence
Kai fondly recalls their experience of playing basketball in high school (we played on the
team together):
Um, I mean, it was ecstatic, it was amazing. I think it was all of the piece; it was
both extreme physical activity and exertion and kind of a group project—like,
kind of one where we all had the same goal, so like, really intense collaboration
without huge stakes, right, I mean they felt super huge when we were in them,
but it also felt like it was fun. We were having really profound fun together.
I also just remember the drills, like the suicides we did… so I mean, for me they
were like extreme physical experiences that were part of the feeling of
satisfaction, and then the other feeling of satisfaction was just like-- having a
play go amazingly well, beating a racist team-- I don’t know, that was really
satisfying [brief pause and then a chuckle]. I don’t know, that was really
satisfying, the bus rides, the-- and yeah, it didn’t have to be the wins, right? --it
was also just about what we did well together as a team.
They articulated how important it was for their wellbeing to be able to run cross-country and
track and to be on the basketball team, largely because the physical exertion enabled Kai to
forget their discomfort in other social situations.
Yeah. I mean, it’s-- extreme physical stuff for me is about a bodily experience
that, like, you can’t but be in your body, and when it’s the most hard, there’s no-you’re not thinking about anything else; you’re just completely in your body;
you’re doing things, you’re- especially at something you’re skilled at, it’s muscle
memory, but you’re just fully immersed in it. And I think-- I was just having a
really hard time as a kid, um both in terms of just being Asian, like, and being
queer, which I had known about since I was fiiive, um, just being socially out of
place, uhh and feeling like I had to contend with that, and having just social
difficulties-- I remember not even speaking very much [in school] and having
other students comment on that, whereas-- when it came to sports, it wasn’t an
issue, right? We had tasks to do, and I had never really-- besides some of the
asthma, I never really had an issue with being skilled physically, and so that was
a language I knew how to speak, and it was super-- it was just wonderful to get
lost in that. So in some ways it was a way to experience um, just the body in a
way that I could describe is probably common to a lot of people in a really
uncomplicated way and then also it was a way of being fluent in a social space
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that was way less difficult than other social spaces…. And [my involvement in
sports] was never a problem for my sense of gender identity, at least as far as that
was-- you know, being made real in shadowy ways.
In high school, Kai’s sports experiences did not tend to elicit the vague discomfort with their
assigned gender that some other activities did, such as shopping for clothes. Their early inkling
of genderqueerness liberated them in some ways—e.g., from societal messages that AFAB
people tend to internalize about their appearance or from fears of unwanted sexual advances or
assault.
My gender identity was never solidly in the female basket, like it was never
there, so I don’t-- I just didn’t compare myself to other girls-- and that sort of
made me really kind of immune in these beautiful ways to both on one hand like
threats of sexual assault-- I just never felt fear about that because I didn’t identify
as a girl, and then I also didn’t feel any-- like mainstream American need to be-to have delicate thighs or whatever. At least in high school. I mean, there’s a
different story later, but-- I remember having, like, pretty huge thighs from
sprinting and stuff, and um feeling great about that. I mean, the sh*tty thing is
when Mom took me shopping for jeans and nothing fit and that felt like sh*t, but
it was a very limited stage of like, um gendered clothing during the shopping
phase, and then it just became a matter of-- oh, how I was dressing and what my
mom wanted me to look like-- uh for school, but it-- it didn’t really-- that was the
only time when I feel like my- my- my- whatever, my hamstrings or thighs—
whatever, my leg shape—would kind of come up against gendered expectations.
By identifying as an athlete and not a girl, Kai enjoyed some degree of freedom during high
school from gendered social norms about appearance. They implied that this would change later;
in college, Kai would internalize a destructively negative attitude toward what I remember as
their beautifully muscular legs.
College
Kai’s positive experience of participating in scholastic sports helped them to manage
general anxiety about “shadowy” gender identity questions and their overall social emotional
development as a queer Asian American AFAB person. But when their social support network
was gone and anxiety mounted in college, the effects were devastating.
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I tried to come out to my friend freshman year, sophomore year-- I don’t
remember anymore-- my roommate-- or my former roommate, but then a close
friend, and uh, I was pretty freaked out about it in college and it crashed and
burned as an effort and because I had invested so much emotional energy into
that moment, uhh I just pretty much fell apart.… I just lost my identity and
…that’s when gender really became a kind of f**ked up resource for me. So I
started looking around in the dorm where I was living and just started picking up
on the really bad food habits people were having, and before this I’d really felt
proud of my ability to eat sort of, whatever I wanted, but what my friend told me- she had often commented on my thighs, actually, um, and while we were in the
middle of trying to negotiate coming out, which I basically took back because it
wasn’t going well, she said if I saw you in a dark alley I would turn around and
run. [I react with a shocked facial expression] Yeah, it’s awful, right? But it was
because of my bigness, having solid muscular-- whatever.... She was a really
delicate Asian woman… she was subject to f***ed up stuff, like seeing if she
could fit her fingers all the way around her wrist and that means something, you
know? And so I went from judging that behavior as ridiculous to just absorbing
it. And so, I got kind of borderline anorexic, and I lost-- I weighed, like 99
pounds for a minute, um and but I had like, succeeded in this goal of making my
thighs go away [again, I react: awwww]. I know, it’s just really sad. Really sad.
So it’s been a really interesting multi-phase journey, and negotiating gender
identity-- and I wouldn’t say managing my female gender identity because it just
hasn’t been female, but it’s been about-- at that point I was just cynically trying
sh*t on to see how it would fit. And I think I knew there was something selfdestructive about the anorexia I was seeing around me in the hallways, but I kind
of did want to disappear, right? I did recover from that within a couple years.
Whereas college was a healing time for Will and Alex, it was the opposite for Kai as intensely
damaging gendered and racialized messages likely combined with other factors to trigger severe
psychological challenges.
Adulthood
Their intersectional identities have required Kai to manage multiple internal and external
stressors related to minority race, sexuality, and gender categories. They understand cultural
oppression on a cultural, theoretical level as well as on a deeply personal, existential level.
I’m always evolving. I mean, my journey is much more profound than gender. I
think it took me until I was in my twenties to accept that I was alive and not
dead, and that’s pretty profound. And then, just even understanding myself as a
human being, that’s an ongoing, very tricky encounter, and I don’t think I’ve
fully accepted that I’m human or that I actually feel that way…. I think that’s
some sort of deep thing, and I’m okay with that. I don’t need to get everything
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resolved; I’m not here for that. But all these things intersect too, and so I don’t
see a simple closure.
Kai is reflective about their dynamic intersectional identity and about their subjective and
intersubjective place in the universe, which they recognize is always shifting. They are
comfortable with tension and change, but it has taken a while to reach that deep level of selfawareness. Reflecting back on their high school athletics experiences, Kai said,
[S]ports was an escape from otherwise stressful social situations, and I probably
got better at it because I invested in it. There’s another more eclectic way of
thinking about this-- like, I’ve never successfully felt human. I mean, I think I’mI’m obviously human, but um, it’s never felt like an easy identification. Animal
has felt more easy. It’s interesting, right? We’re all animals like there’s
something completely honest about that. Uh but I think there’s something about
racial history that kind of-- you know, shuttled me into that kind of relationship
to animality-- or subhumanness. But what that meant, again, was like, physicality
was more my province-- or could be mine, more, like I didn’t have access to kind
of human civility and kind of those-- those kind of social positions, and running
and crawling and throwing were ways to do that and feel justified in it. I mean,
there’s something about that. Like, civilized white femininity does not tend to
allow, like, the beastliness of some kinds of sports, but that was just not my issue.
As they said before, they did not feel bound by the restrictive norms of civilized white
femininity—except for that brief few years in college when Kai said they lost their identity. After
that point, though, when Kai was not suffering from severe episodes of chronic illness, they
again sought ways to express their physicality. When they moved to the Bay Area after graduate
school, they had “all kinds of athletic intentions.” They joined a queer women’s bicycling group,
played tennis and basketball occasionally, and soon a woman they were dating introduced them
to climbing.
So climbing was awesome, like it was-- involving my whole body in a way that
other sports hadn’t, and it seemed to be a super steep learning curve because if
you don’t get it you’re falling off the wall, you know?... [But after my]
relationship kind of ebbed, I didn’t have the same climbing community to climb
with, so I think my involvement with climbing was very on and off for probably
10 years, plus I was having all these health problems that made it super hard to-um, well I was just really weak at times so climbing would have been the
opposite of what I could do. But I think I’ve always loved climbing for the
feeling it gives me, which is, uhh just like a kind of wily strength and a feeling
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that I’m kind of airborne or flying (h), you know, that I’m just um, suspended in
the air in all these weird positions…whereas a lot of other sports are basically
like, running horizontally or jumping vertically, and basketball is obviously
much more than that, but climbing was an interesting, like different kind of 3-D
challenge.
Kai then developed a passion for bouldering, which is using hand and foot holds to climb along a
wall without protective ropes or the need for belaying. I said, “I know with top roping they have
holds in placements with different difficulty levels,” to which Kai replied,
Same with bouldering. It’s a different rating system, but… and there are different
kinds of climbing complexity. Some involve jumping, like, dynos, and there are
some that involve a lot of body tension and you know, sort of the arched walls
that go backwards are more challenging since they require you to do better with
body tension. [And do they call that a roof?] Yeah. And then, various kinds of
skills, so the ratings get harder. But when they do comps they could all be rated
similarly except that they’re just gonna test different things. So whoever can do
the most of those wins the bouldering competition.
Since it was an activity that Kai could do without a partner, it became possible for them to do it
on a more regular basis when they were healthy.
I don’t have social circles that are mostly athletic. I don’t know-- academics are
real bad that way [laughs], like my work circles, every once in a while you’ll find
someone who wants to do something that involves like a group sport or just a
sport at all, but generally speaking, it was hard to maintain a lot of different
community connections so bouldering was a really nice default so I could just
drop by the gym and do some quick climbing before I went off to school-- to
work-- or after work.
It was not until the late 1990s that Kai first
became aware, really, of, like, trans stuff through things like film festivals. I
mean, I think I’d come across folks, but it didn’t really- click- as a whole- way of
being or identity until [my partner at the time and I] saw some really pretty good
documentaries at the Queer Film Festival, and at that time both of us were just
like, this is absolutely something that needs to be supported in the world,
absolutely. And then a few months later, I was trying to express this aspect of
myself that was pretty aligned with some of the trans stuff, so I started to talk to
[my partner] about it, but she freaked out and she was just like, listen, that stuff is
okay, but like, in my relationship, I need you to be a woman because I am a
lesbian. So she shut it down, and I kind of let her. And it was kind of fine. Yeah,
but it just, you know, obviously does not get really shut down ever.
The woman with whom Kai had their next long-term relationship was much more supportive:
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I kind of came out crying, you know, I have to tell you something, and she was
like, oh, are you gonna be a boy? It was really sweet. Like oh, are you becoming
a boy? She sort of knew.
With their partner’s support, Kai started going to a trans discussion group at their local LGBTQ
community center: “it was really great because I just heard from different folks different ways of
being trans.”
I remember one person saying I’m this gender identity today, and I’m not
responsible for having a life that leads to this, like, I’m comfortable with being
what I am, and I don’t have to tell you a specific kind of story. And so pretty
much immediately I was getting this great exposure to stuff that was not about,
like, I’m a man in a woman’s body and stuff like that. And I also met Willy
Wilkinson who is this hapa [half-Asian] person who hadn’t transitioned in part
because of chronic fatigue and he just knew that that would be hard on his body,
um, but he also had this really wonderful way of just accepting different
pronouns from people and sort of, being okay with the fact that in some way they
were all true.
If what matters is internal peace, then I was making my way to that. And I think
that’s what matters-- to me. And I think secondarily it’s about making the world
more livable for other people, but first I think I needed to figure out-- uhh you
know like where I fit, where I didn’t fit, and why, and whether that was all okay.
And I think it’s sort of all okay, like, in the end.
Although they have some “discomfort” with some aspects of their body, Kai is not inclined to
seek any medical treatment.
Plus, I’ve always been in touch with queer trans of color communities that have
always had a totally justified [skeptical] relationship to medicalization; they’re
just like, first of all, I don’t have the money to do this, second, I’m already
undergoing certain kinds of physical violence or structural difficulty that this is
not-- this is not the path. I’m going to be trans in this particular way.
Kai worries about consequences of their gender ambiguity in climbing spaces as well as
elsewhere:
There were times when I was worried about--as in many social circumstances,
right--if I have an interaction with someone who clearly is assuming I’m male,
but then I worry that they’ll see something and then decide that I’m a freak, or
whatever. That’s just, you know, I don’t know if you’d even call it internalized
transphobia, it’s just a fear of being, you know, made to suffer some
consequence, or um, like, yeah. So, I mean, if they get embarrassed, I don’t care,
that’s fine. But I just don’t want them to come back… [voice trails off] And so,
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yeah, so I don’t worry about that really anymore because my interactions with
people [in climbing spaces] have always been pretty positive.
However, there have been awkward moments and frequent misgendering. One climbing staff
member said to Kai, “Yeah, yeah, I saw you going into the women’s bathroom,” to which Kai
responded, “Yeah-- well, I’m not really a woman, but I am female.” Kai said the guy’s reaction
was to laugh awkwardly; “he just couldn’t calculate what I was saying [Kai laughs].”
Then I asked, “But is that how you see yourself, or is that just how you have to explain it
to other people?” Kai replied,
Oh, I mean, I’m fine with being female, female sexed, that’s fine, just because I
tend to think of sex as pretty conservatively defined and I have the parts and I’m
fine with that, um, but I-- but it’s not at all my gender identity, right? Those
things are not matched. They never have been, really, so… so then I’m-- so,
yeah, I have no problem going through like security at the airport saying I’m
female, like if I have to go through the x-ray.
“Yeah, ‘female scan,’ I always say that too,” I replied. Kai continued,
Yeah, yeah. Um, but uh, you know that’s-- for me that’s a sort of sex
determination into which I happen to fit, but it’s technical, it’s not about how I
understand myself as a gendered being in the world, and in that, I have very little
to say, actually, like, because it’s uh-- I mean, I sometimes tell people who ask
me well I’m everything; I’m all of these genders. “Are you a boy or a girl?” Well
I’m-- I’m-- everything.
And it’s easier to say that than neither ‘cause I’m not neither; I don’t feel like
neither. So, but you know, it’s not “both” uh-- just, so it’s like-- I think in some
ways it does feel like I—um-- fit a nonbinary definition, and I just don’t actually
believe a gendered division works; I just don’t see it, really, in the world. I see an
enforced social structure, but I don’t think that-- yeah, I just-- I would not
promote that, I would actively try to make life more livable for a lot of people,
including children, you know?
“Yeah, right,” I said, “it’s not both, it’s all.”
Yeah, I really think that. And it’s not like-- I’m not self-aggrandizing when I say
I’m everything, but I clearly, like, just move in and out of the fields of
recognition that people are maintaining, and that’s okay, you know?
In addition to being clouded by binary gender assumptions, these fields that enable or impede
recognition are also impacted by dominant ideologies around dis/ability and race; Kai expounded
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on these topics in their response to the question, which I asked of all participants, “How do you
think your participation in sports…has influenced how you both view your body and treat your
body?”
Woahhhh. You know there are times when chronic illness takes over and I just
can’t do climbing or even much of anything else that is really about engaging my
body. So at those times I feel pretty sh*tty. Part of that is just dealing with illness
and having, like, a mental health approach to it that rejects this feeling of just
being a failure overall, so that’s not always about the body, but I rely on climbing
to-- whether correctly or not-- to help me feel strong. Like a strong person. So
my identity is really bound up with what I’m capable of physically. And though,
like, I work on disability studies and everything, it’s like-- and I’ll go really far at
challenging judgments about weakness and capacity/incapacity and stuff, but
personally-- um, I have still formed a pretty strong dependency on climbing to
make me feel-- you know, like the most vigorous and alive-- and strong. I think.
And then that’s because of being sick a lot, right? So chronic illness makes me
feel weak, and when I’m feeling vulnerable about that, it just makes me feel like
a weak person-- or not good enough person-- and that is doubled up, I think, by
the sort of American cultural imagination that sort of makes Asians seem more
like contaminant people, or people who are just, sort of, subject to illness in some
way. So I think that means my investment in sports is stronger than ever.
Kai hesitated at first when I asked if they identify as an athlete.
Because I have a-- like a-- temporally inconsistent participation, you know, in
sports, that’s part of why I wasn’t sure, you know, whether to call myself one.
But if I ask myself what my most interior sense of like, identification is, it’s
totally as an athlete.
“What do you think makes you a good athlete?”
Um I am uh fast, I’m um-- like, supple in my movements, so there’s a way in
which I can respond quickly to sort of, changes in where my body needs to be,
um, and I mean that actually feels really unusual for people my age,
unfortunately. I mean like, I don’t know what’s happening to everybody else, but
everyone gets so stiff-- you see people walking, and it doesn’t even look like
they’ve been walking, you know, like they don’t seem to even walk much. And
so, um, so there’s that core sense of, like, bodily strength and suppleness, that
limberness that I, um, uh-- that I think is, um, is really integral to my sense of
being an athlete or always readily an athlete, right? So if I’m late to a plane I will
totally sprint through an airport and probably be fine. Um yeah, it’s-- I guess it
just-- it feels, at least up until this point in my life, it feels like something that is a
resource for me.
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My follow-up question led to an answer that surprised me, not because I did not understand it,
but because Kai made such a candid, insightful connection between queer AFAB experience and
embodied athleticism that, to some people, might have sounded like a reinforcement of the
stereotypical myth that to be an athlete and a woman is to be a lesbian. “[B]esides the physical
things, are there other qualities that you think play into your athleticism, or I guess,… [your]
success in various sporting activities?”
I will definitely say that experience in sports plus kind of, uh, the physical habits
of being, kind of, masculine of center, queer, and, I think, gender-identified as
um, trans, has meant that I’ve had a freedom of movement [pause] that, um,
[pause] yeah, a kind of freedom of movement and even some gestures that come
straight out of sports-- in my daily life. Like, I’ve never lost them. Even how I’m
talking to you, like, my voice, it’s tuned to the kinds of ways that I’ve learned to
speak in sporting circles and in, um, queer circles, and there’s just been a real
continuity there between those two kinds of social groups.
I know AFAB people who are great athletes who identify as queer, straight, cis, trans, and other,
and yet the prevailing stereotype (which is accurate for me) in “women’s sports” is that of the
queer, cis AFAB athlete. After discovering in my participants’ narratives a connection between
their learning curve in sports and their assertion of evolving trans identities, I find myself
wondering if that stereotype gained traction because sports participation gave many queer AFAB
people the confidence to assert their minority sexual orientations. My aim in this study was not
to quantify the relationship between sports participation and trans identity but simply to explore
it. The next chapter presents analysis and discussion of that exploration.
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Chapter 6: Discussion (Embodied Tension)
The participants’ individual SAGAs reflect five discrete identities along with “vaguely
shared experiences” (Alex) that unite them under the umbrella term “transgender.” The themes in
this chapter’s composite portrait are generally consistent—but in some ways discordant—with
previous scholarship, which has only rarely focused on the specific connection between athletic
identity and transgender identity. In the only similar study that I know of, Semerjian and Cohen
(2006) asked four transgender athletes “to consider their history of sport participation, the ways
that their gender identity may have informed their sport participation, and ways that sport
participation may have informed their gender identity” (p. 31). I attempted to explore those
potential connections in a more organic, holistic way by conducting separate sport- and genderrelated interviews with each participant, but the basic purpose of considering trans athletes’
narratives and gender identities from a queer theory perspective is the same in both studies. In
addition to disrupting discursive binaries, queer theory also helps to provide counternarratives to
the pathologization of trans people (Butler, 2004). The theme of embodied tension that emerged
as the essence of being a transgender athlete recalls Butler’s (2004) paradox of autonomy; we
cannot assert our gender identities without being influenced by gender discourse. Willy
Wilkinson (2015), Schuyler Bailar, and other trans people describe themselves as trying to live
authentically, but Butler’s paradox suggests that authenticity is not possible in a socially
gendered world. Nevertheless, living “authentically”—as opposed to hiding or denying one’s
gender identity—is critical to trans people’s wellbeing. Of course, this does not mean it is easy.
Participants disrupt fixed binary notions of sex and gender just by being themselves. It is
not surprising that their SAGAs reveal the underlying theme of embodied tension. As athletes,
they embrace the “sweet tension” inherent in athletic challenges whose outcomes are always
uncertain (Kretchmar, 1975, p. 26). Unwittingly, Kretchmar encapsulates the problem of trans
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inclusion in sports in the opening sentence of his philosophical analysis of the counterpoints of
test and contest in athletics: “Sport thrives on contraries” (p. 23). Queer theorist Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick would likely have used the word “binaries” instead: home and away, winners and
losers, East versus West, and so on. Kretchmar describes the “test” as “an ambiguous
phenomenon which is seen as both impregnable and vulnerable. A test ‘defies’ one to solve its
riddles. Yet, it ‘invites’ one to try” (p. 24). If I understand him correctly, a difficult bouldering
route or a barbell loaded with heavy weights might represent this sort of individual “test.” A
baseball game, on the other hand, might be classified as a “contest,” a word derived from “com
plus testari, meaning to bear witness together, [that] suggests both human plurality and a
common testimony” and might be decided by only a slight degree of difference in performance
(Kretchmar, 1975, p. 28). Kretchmar emphasizes the welcome tension inherent in both of these
types of activities as challengers proceed in the face of uncertain outcomes. So, in choosing
individual or collective athletic challenges, participants choose uncertainty—and in choosing to
perform their authentic nonbinary and trans identities, they also choose uncertainty. I want to be
clear that they did not choose to be transgender, but rather they made the conscious decision to
live authentically.
Their bodies, gender identities, and gender expression defy normative binary
categorizations; like contranyms, the participants embody contradiction—or tension. A
contranym is a word that is its own opposite (Herman, 2018). For example, to “dust” can mean
both to apply dust (crop dusting) and to remove it (dusting wood furniture). “Out” can mean
visible (the sun has finally come out) or invisible (the lights went out). Interestingly, in the
context of this paper, a trans person tends to be both visible and invisible whether or not they are
“out.” If they do not “come out,” others may misread their gender, which renders trans people
invisible by invalidating them but can also be safer for them. If they do come out (like the sun) to
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live authentically, the truth that they radiate is often misunderstood, feared, or criticized by
others who then may become blind to other aspects of the trans person’s identity and experience
that they may previously have understood. Trans activist and memoirist Jamison Green (2004)
encapsulates this existential tension, which was likely even more dire when he began to
transition medically about 15 years before Ben:
If we are visible, we risk being mistreated; if we are invisible, no one will
understand what our social or medical needs are. If we are visible, we risk being
judged inferior or unreal, inauthentic; if we are invisible, we risk being
discovered and cast out, again because no one is educated (p. 180).
This summary of the visibility dilemma seems somehow both profound and oversimplified,
perhaps a sign of an earlier time—before celebrities Chaz Bono and then Caitlyn Jenner came
out as transgender. But the crux of the problem persists: a lack of understanding of and respect
for trans identities and experiences that makes every interaction potentially nerve-racking for
transgender and other gender nonconforming people.
It is important to ask people what their pronouns are because gender identity is often not
visibly evident, especially in today’s youth, who tend to bend gender more than any prior
generation. According to a recent study, 56% of youths aged 13 to 20 said they know someone
who uses gender-neutral pronouns, compared to 43% of 28-34 year-olds (Laughlin, 2016, para.
5). A newer study from the Pew Research Center reports lower numbers: 35% of Gen Zers and
25% of Millennials personally know someone who uses gender-neutral pronouns (Parker, Graf,
& Igielnik, 2019). It is possible that respondents’ interpretation of the word “personally” was
significant there; people might be less inclined to answer in the affirmative if they know of
someone who uses gender neutral pronouns but do not consider that person to be a friend or
acquaintance. Regardless, both studies indicate that identification with a nonbinary gender is on
the rise. Gen Zers are “radically inclusive” (Francis & Hoefel, 2018, para. 12); they connect
through a plurality of truths. They express their own individual truths and honor people’s
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pronouns and other forms of articulation. I have heard multiple cis, straight people from older
generations criticize LGBTQ people’s public declarations of their identities. From their dominant
heteronormative position of privilege, cis people who identify as straight have no reason to
announce their sexual orientation and thus cannot see why coming out is important for LGBTQ
people. I think many people understand sexual orientation as having to do with intimate sexual
relations when actually it is a much more profound identification that gets even more layered for
trans people. Not surprisingly, to come out or not to come out tends to be one of the most
constant points of tension that transgender people negotiate.
With regard to the term transgender, some people wrongly assume that the prefix transimplies moving from one binary gender to “the” other. Trans- is often defined as “on the other
side of,” which misses the nuance of its Latin meanings of “across,” “beyond,” “through”
(Carpenter, 2014). I like Dictionary.com’s additional definition of “changing thoroughly”
because it implies dynamic evolution. Identifying with the term “transgender” might be a more
positive, affirming way for a nonbinary person to align their sense of self with, rather than
against, the social construct of gender, thereby challenging the reductiveness of dominant gender
discourse. The term “nonbinary” reflects a form of opposition or challenge to dominant discourse
that marginalizes trans people, but it does imply a sort of passive failure to conform to gender
norms. Gender-bending is a more active term, but it does not fit people like Alex, for whom
gender just does not work. Ze points out that nonbinary explains something ze is not, whereas
trans more positively defines who ze is as a person. In any case, the intense challenge of
negotiating a sloped roof, for example, parallels the inherent tension in how participants view
and assert themselves within socially constructed categories of gender and race that serve as
obstacles to their development. Despite this persistent tension, participants draw on skills and
resources useful in sports performance to negotiate their atypical gender identities.
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This suggestion of a positive association between sports participation and trans identity
represents a departure from prior research. Trans women often rely on narratives of failure in
(men’s) sports to substantiate their femininity (Mason-Schrock, 1996), and limited research on
transgender students’ experiences in physical education classes and school-based sports tends to
focus on exclusion and detrimental effects on their wellbeing (e.g., Hargie et al., 2017; Kosciw et
al., 2016). Put another way, participation in sports often seems to clash with transgender identity,
even when trans people are technically eligible to participate based on local, state, federal, or
international regulations. Although many cis people clearly benefit from opportunities to
participate in sports, this is not automatically true. Research has suggested that sports
participation can have detrimental effects on youths in certain contexts; for example, an
overemphasis on winning or a lack of parental support for youths’ participation has been
associated with low self-esteem and an increase in risky behaviors (Le Menestrel & Perkins,
2007). In Bailey’s (2006) comprehensive review of literature on the benefits of physical
education and sport in schools, he notes that youths’ participation in sports can—but does not
necessarily—support the development of physical, social, emotional, and even cognitive
competencies. He explains that the effects of sports participation tend to be mediated by the
nature of the youths’ experience in sport. The SAGAs of participants in this study support
Bailey’s (2006) findings that positive experiences characterized by factors such as good
coaching, engagement and inclusion, and respectful climates increase the likelihood of realizing
the potential benefits. Granted, many of those positive experiences occurred when participants
were young and still presenting as girls. Still, as trans adults they have found safe and rewarding
opportunities to be who they are while engaging in sports activities that they love—although
public athletic spaces, like other public spaces, are always cisnormatively-charged atmospheres
with the ever-present possibility of conflict.
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Tension Points
Dominant cultural discourse creates conflict for participants as they develop their atypical
identities both within and in opposition to restrictive binary gender regulations and racialized
assumptions. Participants are socialized in the same way as cisgender people are, but, as many
other researchers have found, they tend to become vaguely aware of being different early in life
(e.g., Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; Shultz, 2015). As they get older and feel more pressure to
conform to social norms, their atypical gender expression and sexual orientation become more
problematic, which leads to withdrawal, alienation, and other social emotional struggles as they
internalize negative messages about their appearance and feelings. This finding was consistent
with previous research with transgender participants that describes both the social oppression and
internalized shame that can result from systemic genderism (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011).
Similarly, in their new book, America Through Transgender Eyes, Sumerau and Mathers (2019)
discuss how science, social science, and religion, for example, reinforce “cisgendering realities”
that privilege cis people through cisnormative knowledge production grounded in binary
bioessentialist assumptions that are actually not supported by science. The authors found that cis
people are routinely unable to accept trans people for who they are, citing “scientific”
chromosomal reasons, for example, when in fact most people have no idea what their
chromosomal makeup is. Moreover, most people do not understand that multiple chromosomal
patterns can be found in people of any sex or gender. Cordelia Fine (2010) dubs this
phenomenon of using pseudo-science to fit others into one’s own narrow, socially engineered
worldview “We think, therefore you are” (p. 3). In sports and fitness industries, too, “the body
and exercise have been commodified in ways that manage gender relations” (Cole, 1994, p. 15),
thus marginalizing trans people as well as cisgender girls, women, and gay men.
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Gendered and racialized restrictions in sport and life
Participants’ SAGAs reveal numerous examples of how they have been constrained by
gender regulations in sports and in other parts of their lives; additional evidence from the
interviews is provided here. Ben and Alex both lamented having to switch from baseball to
softball in their early teen years. In the 1970s, Ben’s father fought to get him into Little League
because, he says, “They didn’t allow girls to play baseball.” Ben recalls that the summer camp he
went to was “too girly for me”; his brothers went to camps that offered more opportunities to
play sports. Dylan’s observation of people posting on social media, “I’m a girl, but I’m strong or
like, I’m-- you know, fem, but I’m strong [emphasis added]” underscores that people assigned
female at birth are not expected or encouraged to want to be strong. Once when Dylan was
buying protein powder, a store employee mansplained, “Most women buy this one,” pointing
Dylan to a product marketed to people wanting to lose weight rather than build muscle. He made
two incorrect gendered assumptions there: 1) that Dylan was a woman, and 2) that Dylan would
not want to build muscle mass.
Restrictive gender regulations are not limited to sports; they also designate who should
do certain kinds of activities or wear certain clothing or shoes. Kai notes, “I know that the basis
for determining gender is very often really naïve, and lots of people are just like, oh, shoes, okay
that’s a boy, you know.” Most of the participants felt as children that their clothing choices were
limited by their assigned sex. In addition to having their gender policed, Will and Kai are also
othered in various spaces due to their race. Kai explains the painful air of condescension they
sometimes feel from white people:
Asian-ness, Asian American-ness is one of those things that is just like, an instant
existential pit within the States, and it just never fails to amaze me how people
just don’t see us as here. Um, uhh, so even when people talk about race, Asian
really rarely comes up. It’s like, this is part of the whole system, folks, like, and it
hasn’t been easy. I’m not saying that I don’t see the seriousness of the threat to
the lives of black and brown people, it’s just so absolutely real and urgent, but if
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…folks…are not understanding how layered this is and how historical these
things are, and how we are playing a part in each other’s [lives],…personally it
just hurts sometimes. That you know, um, (long pause) people can be really
condescending about what they think is going on for me when it’s just like they
have no f***ing clue. And that just, like, disappoints me. But it is what society
offers about Asian folks, and it’s-- sometimes it makes me want to leave this
country.
Will and Kai, as adults, understand systems of oppression. As children, though, they and the
other participants had only a vague awareness of their Otherness.
Awareness of difference
86% of trans men and 70% of gender nonconforming AFAB people surveyed by Beemyn
and Rankin (2011) reported feeling an acute sense of difference before the age of 12, and often
much earlier. This study’s participants grew up internalizing messages about gendered
expectations, but their SAGAs demonstrate an early awareness of difference despite not having
language to help them to understand their minority gender identities. Kai still observes that
“there is a pretty profound mismatch between whatever my experience of gender is and English.”
Participants’ experience of tension with their assigned birth gender tended to be couched in
binary discourse; they noticed from as early as age two or three that they were different from
their AFAB peers, feeling more masculine and less interested in feminine appearance and
behavior. All enjoyed playing sports, and most were explicit that they preferred athletic clothing
to the outfits their parents tended to pick out for them. Ben was excited to go to the barber shop
for a short haircut, and Will fielded questions about his gender: “Sometimes [kids] would be like,
are you a boy or a girl? I would always get that, and it kind of bothered me, but at the same time
it didn’t, um, ‘til when I was a little bit older.” Participants had a sense that they were different,
but their gender nonconformity did not create as much tension during their childhoods as it did
later in their lives. As mentioned in this study’s literature review, society tends to grant more
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leeway to AFAB people in terms of nonconforming gender expression than to AMAB people,
whether cis or trans (Roberts et al., 2013; Thorne, 1993).
Participants pushed back against binary discourse both subconsciously and consciously
even as they internalized these messages about race and gender that marked them as Other. Kai
said, “I think I grew up with an intense awareness of feeling [pause] like, a racial-- just marked
by racial difference.” Will’s peers learning to play squash in his city’s developmental program
were predominantly African American, but as he started to think about the possibility of playing
in college, both his gender and his race were outside of the norm. He noted, “A lot of minorities
don’t really play [squash] in the U.S., but now that’s definitely changing with programs like [the
one he is involved in]…. Still, even though we have these programs, there aren’t many people of
color playing at a, like in a-- on a college team, so--.” He did not finish that sentence, but again,
the implication is that he is an outsider in his preferred sport. Dylan also experiences the tension
of the Othering gaze in their gym when they are the only AFAB person in the free weights area
despite the inclusive culture the gym’s owner tries to cultivate.
I will a lot of times be the only fem person in, like, the weights, which doesn’t
really faze me until it’s like a lot of people are clearly staring at me, and […] you
know, it gets your defenses raised and you’re like, okay, well how am I gonna
even train now?
Being a non-male lifting weights, a pansexual person, and a nonbinary person are three
nonconforming aspects of Dylan’s identity that create intersecting planes of conflict.
Participants are aware that they, too, have internalized powerful binary norms. Alex
struggled to understand and express zir gender and sexuality within the context of binary
discourse ze had internalized from the trans sex workers in zir neighborhood and the movie Boys
Don’t Cry. Dylan was comfortable being pansexual before unlearning gender binarism: “When I
really accepted that I’m not okay with womanhood, like that’s not what I identify with, it’s not
what I am, my first thought, still thinking in a binary way, was like, well, I don’t want to be a
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man either.” Ben’s internalized cisnormativity showed in his recollection that part of the reason
he wanted to get pregnant (other than just wanting to be a parent) was so he could “fit in” better
with the gender he was assigned at birth, “maybe thinking that that would-- oh gosh this is gonna
come out wrong-- but like, kind of ‘fix’ me or something? or like, right me, orrrr-- right my
ship.” Ben now understands that gender does not fall neatly into only two categories, yet he told
me, “I’ve lived in both genders,” his use of the term “both” suggesting his difficulty in
overcoming the socialization that instilled in him that there are only two genders.
Trying to “fit in”
Discomfort mounted for participants as it became increasingly clear that their gradually
crystallizing identities did not match society’s insistent expectations. To ease the tension of this
strong perception of Otherness, participants kept quiet about their unorthodox feelings about
their gender and sexual orientation and tried to “force” (Ben) themselves to “fit in” more with
their peers. Participants in Beemyn and Rankin’s (2011) mixed methods study had similar
experiences; one said, “I wanted to stay a tomboy.… But I got teased relentlessly so I tried to be
girly. I forced it on myself and got more and more bitter by it” (p. 118). Will, too, suggested that
his attempts at conformity were disingenuous; “I remember, like, wanting to fit in more, but at
the end of the day I felt like it still wasn’t really me.” Kai sometimes uses a similar strategy of
compromise, giving in to binary discourse in an attempt to minimize conflict:
[T]his just happened to me at the United lounge. I was entering the women’s-- I
decided because-- I didn’t want to encounter someone I had already had a
conversation with, and he was sitting right in front of the men’s bathroom, so I
decided in that very rare circumstance to head for the women’s, and a staff
member ran up, ‘Sir! Sir!’…. And so then I end up saying these sentences I never
say-- like, ‘I’m a woman.’ [Again, mimicking the employee:] ‘Oh, sir!’ But
that’s the only place I ever say those sentences, right?
I answered, “Right, and that’s not even what you mean,” to which Kai responded, emphatically,
“No!” Kai is not a woman, and they are not a man. Using public bathrooms is just one of
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countless cisnormative physical and theoretical obstacles that nonbinary people encounter daily,
though all-gender bathrooms are starting to appear. Many of these microaggressive messages
that marginalize and invalidate nonbinary people come from cis people stuck in the dominant
binary perspective of understanding gender. Their cumulative effect takes its toll on trans people.
Negative self-image
Internal tension between participants’ authentic selves and socially constructed identities
dictated by dominant cultural discourse contributes to participants’ negative self-image, which
reflects their lack of “success” in conforming to rigidly policed gender norms that are
inextricable from physiology. People assigned female at birth are typically socialized to be
critical of their bodies, and this was true of all five participants to some degree. Most expressed
negative feelings about their bodies, though this is not true of all trans people. Alex, Ben, and
Will all eventually had what is commonly called top surgery because they were excessively
uncomfortable with their chests. Before their surgeries, Will and Alex did not like how their
chests felt when they were running; I noticed that they avoided using the word “breasts” in
telling me this, which underscores their disidentification with the feminine implication of that
word. Dylan likes having breasts but said they hope to have reduction surgery “to kinda get them
out of the way.” Alex, Ben, Will, and Dylan all used the word “dysphoria” to describe their
intense discomfort with their bodies’ incongruity with their authentic gender identities, and Kai
also confessed feeling “discomfort with some of my body,” though they do not have plans to
alter it with hormone treatment or surgery.
Trans people’s negative perceptions of their bodies is just one example of internalized
cisnormativity and other binary-driven discourse that contributes to their sense of being “wrong”
or “less than” or “not enough” (Wilkinson, 2015). Kai explained,
It’s just this weird thing of like, being intersectional in so many different ways
that it’s as if I’m a little wisp of something [indicating a very thin space between
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thumb and forefinger], right, that doesn’t fully embody the kind of identities that
are out there… I guess the truth is, there-- there are experiences that we face up
to that-- um-- whereby we don’t meet the narrative for any one of those
identities, and so it does feel like we’re less.
The “narratives” to which Kai referred comprise what I have been calling dominant cultural
discourse as well as counternarratives to that discourse. Kai struggles to feel fully comfortable in
claiming any particular identity, including that of “athlete.” They explained further, “I rarely
choose identities as labels until someone else has invited me into the category.” Dylan and Alex
also spoke about their reluctance to claim labels defined by cultural narratives and
counternarratives. Dylan acknowledged “feeling not queer enough because of how I look or how
I act or whatever-- ‘cause that happens a lot, too.” Alex did not feel that gay, bisexual, or lesbian
(in decreasing order of possible suitability) were terms that accurately described zir sexual
orientation, but ze was also hesitant to identify as queer. Ze explained, “[B]y the end of college, I
knew more people who were identifying as queer, and I had this very intense feeling of like, I
needed to be, like, cooler and more politically involved somehow to, like, fully claim queer.”
Dylan concurred, voicing apprehension about not being queer or trans enough to claim those
identity terms: “I don’t look like other nonbinary people, I don’t look super androgynous, so it’s
like, well, I don’t want to be an imposter again, I don’t want to be coopting a label of like, a
queer person or a trans person.” Kai’s SAGA reveals that ability/disability—in addition to
straight/gay, cis/trans, and white/POC—is another false binary that impacts their self-image and
informs their embodied tension. As a scholar in dis/ability studies, among other fields, Kai “will
go really far in challenging judgments about weakness and capacity/incapacity and stuff,” and
yet, their own chronic illness, they said, “makes me feel like a weak person, or not good enough
person.”
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Social emotional challenges
A large percentage of empirical research designed to investigate the experiences of
transgender people is contained within the field of psychology. Diagnoses of depression, social
anxiety and isolation, generalized anxiety disorder, and eating disorders are fairly common in
trans people, especially during early stages of awareness of their trans identity (e.g., Borgogna et
al., 2019; Brill & Kenney, 2016). Mental health challenges appear to be significant points of
tension for all of the participants in this study. Failing to fit in to any social category (and feeling
increasingly alienated from “womanhood”), they tended to withdraw as their social emotional
struggles intensified. Kai is “depressive, so that just makes everything harder to deal with,” and
Will said he took medication for “anxiety and depression.” Alex is convinced ze suffered from
undiagnosed depression as a teenager.
In an analysis of 2016–2017 data from a large annual survey of U.S. college students
called the Healthy Minds Study, Borgogna et al. (2019) isolated specific gender and sexual
minority categories to find that trans participants who identified as gender nonconforming
(TGNC) had significantly higher levels of depression and anxiety than cisgender students.
“Specifically, those who identified as gender nonconforming had the highest levels of
depression, while transmen had the highest levels of anxiety (though all TGNC individuals had
notably high levels of depression and anxiety)” (p. 60). Interestingly, in another survey of
specific gender and sexual minority groups on risky behaviors related to unhealthy eating and
exercise practices, drug and alcohol use, unsafe driving, aggressive behavior, and not seeking or
following medical advice, genderqueer participants had the lowest level of risk on 10 of 18
behaviors and did not demonstrate the highest risk for any behaviors (Smalley, Warren, &
Barefoot, 2016). The researchers in that study did not distinguish between AFAB and AMAB
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genderqueer participants, but one finding that happened to coincide with this study was that trans
men reported the highest levels of exercise.
Part of the participants’ anxiety stems from fear of hostility from other people. They did
not report that they have endured transphobic, homophobic, or racist violence in the form of
physical assault. However, microaggressions, hateful rhetoric, and other messages perpetuated
by dominant cultural discourse combine with disturbing statistics about violence toward trans
people to cause participants to worry about how others will react if they express their gender
identities in authentic ways. Dylan explained, “there are ways I could present myself, but I don’t
just out of fear of like, just-- it would make my life harder, you know?” They continued, “I, like,
genuinely worry-- am I gonna have people staring, which doesn’t really bother me, I know I look
different anyway, or are they gonna actually say something and try to make me uncomfortable?”
Dylan appears to be conflicted about how to express their gender in a way that strikes a balance
of being acceptable both to Dylan and to others. Will expresses similar reticence about disclosing
his trans identity; he said, “[E]ven my close acquaintances, they don’t know.…I just feel like it’s
not important, and also maybe in the back of my mind I feel like, I don’t know, like people
would view me differently.” Kai fears various consequences of being trans, queer, and Asian
American—and also for having chronic illness: “I think a lot of it is my own internalized
ableism, just I’m afraid what people will think. Because I actually look really healthy and fit, and
so um, it’s-- it’s scary to actually propose to someone that I’m not well. Because they’ll say, ‘no,
you’re fine!”
Because of negative experiences that trans people have themselves, as well as reports of
trauma suffered by others, they develop a “form of felt stigma” commonly referred to as an
expectation of rejection (Rood et al., 2016, p. 152). Brian Rood, a cisgender clinical
psychologist, and his cis and trans colleagues draw on Meyer’s (2003) lesbian, gay, and bisexual
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Minority Stress Model in their qualitative study of 30 trans and gender nonconforming (TGNC)
participants with the purpose of examining how trans people experience and manage the
expectation of rejection. The above statements from participants in my study are consistent with
Rood and his colleagues’ finding that “expecting rejection is almost an inevitable and a
fundamental part of being TGNC identified” (Rood et al., 2016, p. 157). That study focused on
negative coping strategies, but the researchers have promised to “present data on adaptive or
resilient coping strategies in a separate article, to give that aspect of the participants’ narratives
the space they deserve” (p. 153). A subsequent study by one of Rood’s co-authors and others
briefly mentioned playing sports as one of the enjoyable activities that trans youths engage in to
cope with minority stress (Budge et al., 2018). My study offers further insight on the potential
role of sports participation in informing positive coping strategies for trans people as they
navigate existence within a cisnormative world.
Identity Negotiation
The participants in this study have been able to negotiate significant tension points and
forge their authentic trans identities by strategically drawing on substantial emotional, physical,
and cognitive resources, some of which they honed through sports participation. The participants
have physical and cognitive capabilities (such as body awareness, coordination, and
determination) that have enabled them to be good athletes from an early age, and some
articulated that they have further developed these skills and dispositions through their continued
involvement in sports. Gender-wise, they had an early sense of being different but did not come
to understand their trans identities until later in life. Learning about transgender identities in
general and which trans identity best fit each of them individually was a steep learning curve
that, in essence, mirrored their athletic learning curve. The participants’ narratives suggest that
some capabilities cultivated and strategies implemented in sports are relevant to other aspects of
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identity development as well. Semerjian and Cohen (2006) also suggest that sport can play a
positive and gender-affirming role in trans men’s lives. One participant in that study likes how
figure skating has built his muscles; they help him to assert a positive, self-affirming masculinity
that serves as a counternarrative to dominant, toxic masculinity. The other AFAB participant in
the 2006 study, Chris, identified as “trans, not man not woman” (p. 35) but was still going by
she/her/hers pronouns because she had not figured out another option that felt authentic and
feasible, which resonates with similar pronoun challenges articulated by Dylan, Alex, and Kai.
Also resonant with the SAGAs of the three nonbinary participants was Chris’s reflection that, “in
a positive way, the confidence and the security I feel in my body that I got from playing sports
and also from doing all that outdoor sort of stuff [like biking and skateboarding] has helped me
in some way to be secure in my body” (p. 36).
In addition to strength, this study’s participants also draw on cognitive functioning skills
to develop and pursue strategies to forge their trans identities in the face of fierce binaryentrenched opposition. These strategies include self-care, picking their battles, and educating
themselves and others. Participants demonstrate physical stamina as well as mental fortitude, the
latter manifesting in their determination, resilience, and an inclination to welcome challenge.
These qualities are likely both an asset in and a result of athletic performance. Kai improved as
an athlete because of dedication to practice: “[W]e learn to be good at stuff because we invest in
it, right?” When I asked Ben what makes him a good athlete, he said, “I think people are
inherently maybe born with that sort of ability, that sort of coordination…. I think I was dealt a
pretty decent hand for that piece of it, and then it’s nurtured and developed, obviously through
the environment that you’re in.” Kai and Ben were talking about their learning curve in sports,
but authentic gender performance, too, must be learned, nurtured, and developed. Participants
have had to be strong in body, mind, and heart to become who they are.
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Strength
Dylan is proud of their physical strength, but this was not always the case. “I used to
want to want to be very soft and delicate,” they admitted, “but now it’s like, no, I want to be
solid.” When Dylan met their nutritionist in person for the first time, she told Dylan, “I was
immediately struck in person by how like, small but very powerful you look.” Dylan’s reaction
was, “that’s exactly how I want to-- like those are the descriptors, I’ll take it, you know?” For
Dylan, strength is empowering; building strength helps them to have a stronger self-image as
well. Alex, too, talked about how playing sports has helped zir to view zir body in a more
positive way—to focus more on what it can do in terms of sports performance and less on what it
might problematically imply in terms of gender.
Kai and Will specifically mentioned the importance of core strength for sport
performance as well as bodily health. Will said, “With squash, it’s not one of those sports where
you have to have huge arms to play, but you just need to have a strong core. So the more
advanced players, they really target their core. I’ve had injuries in the past from using my back
and not using my core.” Kai said basically the same thing about climbing: “[O]verall strength
and… core agility… make a huge difference with climbing even if you have the skills…. Also
probably for injury prevention.” Kai also talked in their SAGA about relying on climbing to
make them feel strong. Core strength has a kind of double meaning for these participants as they
need it to perform athletically as well as to sustain their self-worth, the soul of their identities.
Dylan explained,
[Powerlifting has] been, like, really rewarding.... I’ve gotten more muscular; it’s
helped me still kind of shape my body in a way that I really enjoy, but it has more
practical applications where I don’t walk away feeling, like, depressed…. We all
have bad days, but I walk away feeling like-- like I accomplished something.
Participants’ embodied physical strength, developed in part through athletic participation, is a
resource for them as they forge trans identities fraught with friction.
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A trans woman in Shultz’s (2015) study describes how she, as a child still presenting as
male, used strength and athletic ability to protect herself from bullies who would taunt her with
homophobic slurs. Natalie learned to throw a football by playing catch with herself every day for
hours. When she showed up to play with the boys in the schoolyard, she was the last one picked.
Then, she said,
The next day I was picked first. I had a great arm, and I let out all of my pent-up
aggression through tackling the boys who had formerly made fun of me. I had
figured out how to be masculine, and I made damned sure that no one would call
me a sissy again (p. 17).
I also played pickup tackle football with my friends as a child. On those fall Sunday mornings
while my mother played tennis with some of the kids’ parents, I was treated the same as any
other player despite being a different sex and gender. Physical strength and athleticism are traits
that people of any gender can possess—and football does not have to be infused with violence; it
does not have to reek of toxic masculinity.
Renowned sport and (binary) gender scholar Michael Messner (1994) theorizes that
football, by design, reinforces an ideology of gender difference because it is based on the most
extreme possibilities of the male body. “In contrast to the bare and vulnerable bodies of the
cheerleaders,” he says, “the armored male bodies of football players are elevated to mythical
status” (p. 71). Messner declines to mention the huge variation in bodies of football players:
offensive line players tend to be larger and fatter; receivers are leaner and faster but can be short
or tall; and punters do not need as much muscle mass. But I agree with his claim that the
significant ideological power of football impels cis men of all ages, shapes, sizes, races, and
socioeconomic statuses to identify with all (cis) men as naturally superior to and separate from
women. Author and athlete Mariah Burton Nelson (1994) addresses the same sexist,
cisnormative cultural phenomenon in her first book, The Stronger Women Get, the More Men
Love Football; increased visibility and empowerment of members of nondominant culture are
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seen as threats to the white, cis, patriarchal social order that continually reinscribes itself as
“natural.” Trans and gay men are often not welcome in this club of hegemonic masculinity,
whether or not they want to join it. The two trans AFAB athletes in Caudwell’s (2014) study
were unable to have positive experiences in school-based physical education or co-curricular
sports in Great Britain. They also could not participate in LGBTQ leagues because of trans
exclusion—as Travers and Deri (2011) also found. Finally, they were not interested in competing
in organized men’s sports, partly for reasons discussed by Messner and Nelson. “For them,
men’s sporting masculinities are threatening and potentially dangerous. In this way, heterosexual
men’s masculinity is not something they aspire to in order to produce their embodied
masculinity/masculine subjectivity” (Caudwell, 2014, p. 413). Perhaps nonbinary athletes can
provide insight into how “queering” sport (Caudwell, 2014; Semerjian & Cohen, 2006; Travers
& Deri, 2001) might open up real possibilities for real people by interrupting cisgendering
realities that define sport as a space for cisgender straight men in which cis women and
transgender people are “intruders” (Bolin & Granskog, 2003).
Fortitude
Navigating such a world, for participants in this study, requires both physical strength
and strength of character. Indeed, participants’ fortitude is an important asset in the development
and assertion of both their athletic and their gender identities. Ben’s fortitude is evident in his
ambition, among other attributes. He said,
[G]rowing up, I was always kind of aggressive and ambitious and, like, you
know, go get it, go get ‘em kind of personality, so that probably helped me kind
of fight my way through wanting to be gooood [at sports], I always wanted to be
gooood, I wanted to, you know, I never kinda backed away from wanting to kind
of stand out.
Determination, another manifestation of fortitude, is also a refrain that echoes in the participants’
SAGAs. After not making his high school field hockey team until his junior year, Ben ended up
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being inducted into his college’s Hall of Fame for both field hockey and lacrosse and still is
among the school’s top all-time goal scorers in field hockey. Alex’s determination is evident in
zir rejection of gender and continued participation in baseball. Ze embodies defiance of genderist
assumptions grounded in bio-essentialist rhetoric that categorizes people into binary gender
boxes inextricably tied to their assigned birth sex.
Like many Asian people assigned female at birth, Kai grew up internalizing messages
that they should not be too vocal or visible (except to appeal to the heteronormative patriarchal
gaze). Their SAGA reveals that they felt a certain immunity to threats of sexual undesirability,
but they still struggle to feel confident taking up space, which tends to be a white, cis male
prerogative. Kai draws on physical strength gained from bouldering to feel like a strong person,
and they use masculinity to fuel their fortitude: “I’ve shaped myself into a more assertive person
who takes up space, partly because of actually using masculinity.” Sports participation and
masculinity are resources that have helped Kai to develop self-confidence. Former NPR science
reporter Frank Browning (2017) interviewed a trans woman who viewed climbing as a sort of
lifeline:
I really am afraid of heights…. For some reason I just wanted to push past that.
You get up above where your last piece of protection is. You’re fairly high. You
are risking a potential fall. You learn how you operate under pressure. I learned I
have a lot more courage than I ever imagined. I was able to pull myself through
some really terrifying moments. And be very proud of that. That was the
metaphor for what I was facing in myself” (p. 180).
Climbing outdoors is different from indoor bouldering, but Kai fell hard enough once to sustain a
serious back injury. Their cover dialogue reflects similar metaphors of strength and problemsolving.
Participants demonstrate confidence in part by welcoming challenge. Their embrace of
athletic challenges equips them to face the daunting challenge of resisting dominant cultural
discourse. Ben enters challenging CrossFit competitions, which encourage comparison with
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other men in his age group in terms of strength, flexibility, and balance, among other
capabilities. Embracing the premise of powerlifting, which essentially amounts to challenging
oneself to pick up progressively heavier weights, has helped Dylan to develop the courage to
overcome trepidation in other challenging situations. They explained,
It’s almost like a way of me playing chicken with myself too [they laugh] where
I’m-- I go up and, like, I don’t want to talk to that person and in my own head
I’m like, well, what’s the worst they could say, you know?... It’s a lot of like, I
bet you won’t go up and talk to that person, or like, I bet you won’t lift that
weight, and it’s like…yeah, I’m gonna lift that weight.
I see a similar parallel in Alex’s bold assertion as a shy child to step up and try pitching and zir
later acceptance of the substantial challenge of writing a coming out speech and delivering it to a
large audience of high school students and teachers.
Resilience, persistence
One final verse in the fortitude theme that recurred in participants’ SAGAs is that of
resilience and persistence. Alex stuck with softball in college though zir coach did not treat zir
well. To cite one example, the coach would not believe—even with confirmation from the
athletic trainer—that the catcher’s gear Alex was wearing was severely irritating a tendon in zir
knee. Zir teammates were well aware that ze was being mistreated in various ways but could not
do anything to change it: “for some reason [the coach] was particularly hard on me to the point
where the entire team recognized it but were also like, we don’t know what to dooo.” Alex
bounced back every time the coach knocked zir down, and that resilience has recurred in other
activities as well. Will specifically names persistence as an asset that he possesses, noting his
perseverance in squash:
[S]quash [is] something that I kind of stuck with, and I was like, I’m gonna get
better, it’s not something that I quit, I was pretty consistent with the program. I
mean, most kids don’t want to go to an afterschool program three times a week…
[and on Saturdays], and stay until 7:00, that’s most of their afternoon.… I feel
like I’m really persistent in general, like when I want something I just kind of go
for it and stick with it.
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Ben suggests that resilience and persistence are essential to navigating any important long-term
relationship; he said, “So, we’ve changed but we’ve stayed together. It’s not been easy; we’ve
been up and down, up and down, like any other probably typical long-term marriage.” This roller
coaster metaphor likely rings true with other participants as well given the inherent tension in
asserting atypical gender identities, tension which is externally imposed and internally embodied.
Participants meet physical challenges with strong bodily articulation—as in climbing, when “you
have these joints that sometimes take the full load of your weight [Kai mimes grabbing holds
with their hands].” Their physical strength plays a role in informing their strength of character,
which is critical to the development and articulation of alternative gender identities.
Cognitive capability
Participants’ cognitive abilities, too, have helped them to progress in their sports as well
as to understand their nontraditional gender identities. These capacities include self-awareness, a
growth mindset, and an ability to question dominant cultural discourse to learn different ways of
being trans.
Self-awareness
Participants’ narratives exude self-awareness; they even include metaphysically insightful
accounts of their own awareness. Alex is a good athlete partly because
I think I’ve always had a pretty good, like, body awareness…, being able to 1)
know where my body is in space at any given time, and then also being able to
think through, okay, this is what I want to do, this is what it’s going to feel like in
my body to do it, and now I can do it.
Alex explained how advanced cognition informs physical movement, whereas Kai suggested it is
their bodily versatility that allows them to make quick cognitive decisions in climbing. Ben, too,
is aware that CrossFit has made him stronger and more flexible than his previous cardio-oriented
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approach to physical fitness would allow because it works the whole body instead of just
engaging slow-twitch muscles and the heart.
As previously mentioned, Alex and Dylan perceptively credit sports with helping them to
think about their bodies in a more positive way. Dylan said,
[Powerlifting] kind of helped me have more of an ego about my, like, body at
least? because … you get really proud to be like, man I worked really hard and
now I can see yeah I have big legs, but they make me do stuff. I picked that
[heavy weight] up because of [these big legs] as opposed to like, these pants
don’t fit me right.
In general, participants have been keenly aware of various unorthodox thoughts and feelings
surrounding their gender identities since before they had language to name them. Will noted that
transitioning to male did not pose problems for him internally because he has always felt most
comfortable presenting as masculine. Dylan, Alex, and Kai also feel completely alienated from
the idea of “womanhood.” Before Ben had surgeries to align his body with his manhood, he gave
birth to two children, but he did not experience as much dysphoria during the pregnancies as he
did at other times prior to his transition. Reflecting on his first pregnancy, he said,
I have to say that the pregnancy was cool because…I felt-- very connected to a
feminine side of me…. I don’t think I liked it very much, but I think at the time, I
felt like ohhh this is what it feels like. Yeah, I remember thinking…it was
actually a really good pregnancy and-- I felt really connected to my body for the
first time ever-- like, it was really weird. Well, not weird; it makes sense. It
makes sense.
This likely would not have been understandable for someone without the degree of selfawareness that Ben possesses—especially for someone stuck in a binary mindset. When I asked
him what his sense of his gender identity was at the time he was bearing children, he said that
was “a question that I have obviously thought a lot about.” Inquisitiveness is an asset (and likely
a necessity) in trans people’s negotiation of their identities.
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Inquisitiveness
Participants are good at asking questions; they all had to undergo a lengthy research
process to learn about trans identities. YouTube was an important educational resource for Will,
whereas Ben, more than three decades earlier, started his journey toward understanding his
identity with age-appropriate sexual experimentation. He wondered what it meant that he wanted
to kiss girls and not boys, “and that curiosity kept piquing-- coming up at different times,” he
said. Many years later, after his revelation of solidarity with trans men Thomas Beatie and Chaz
Bono, he embarked on an intense learning journey about FTM transition.
I didn’t even know what it meant to take Testosterone, like I had no idea what
that meant. People take it? What does that do? Then what does it do? Does it
change you into a guy? Well no, it puts you through a male puberty. So…the
gender therapy actually helped me educate myself, understanding what this all
means now if I truly want to transition. It took some months to figure that out-get my head around what does it mean?
It generally appears to have taken the nonbinary participants longer to wrap their binarysocialized minds around their nonbinary identities. For example, Kai said,
I think it was much, much later that this lifetime experience of having people
wonder what I am led to me finally saying, well, what if they’re right?... what if I
gave people a little more credit? And thought, oh actually maybe they’re seeing
this fundamental-- whatever-- ambiguity, everythingness, um, so that’s when I
started really taking seriously questions of trans identity.
It is clear from participants’ SAGAs that they welcome challenge and take advantage of their
physical and cognitive abilities and inquisitive dispositions to navigate a steep learning curve in
sports as well as in terms of their gender identity development.
Growth mindset
The last significant manifestation of participants’ cognitive abilities that I will discuss
provides a nice segue to the next section’s analysis of strategies that participants use to negotiate
trans identities in defiance of cultural norms: a growth mindset is a kind of hybrid disposition
that can be seen both as a cognitive strength and a strategy to achieve progress in any endeavor.
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A number of research studies by psychologist Carol Dweck (2014) suggest that a growth mindset
fosters improvement by privileging effort and challenge over getting the right answers. In short,
Dweck (2014) found that believing one can improve leads to better results in the long run than
scoring well on tests designed to measure intelligence or achievement. If Ben had a fixed
mindset, he would not enter CrossFit competitions because they might reveal his limitations. His
growth mindset enables him not to fear comparing his results to those of men in his age group
because this is how he tracks his continuous progress: “It’s making me better, not where I’m
feeling like I’m stressed all the time [if my results are lower than other men’s].” Indeed, CrossFit
appears to be grounded in growth mindset; websites for four CrossFit boxes state: “Results are
directly proportional to focused effort” (e.g., Crossfitptv.com).
Will told me he has never allowed himself to get too upset about losing a squash match
because he has “the ability to reflect and think about what I can improve.” Dylan’s growth
mindset is evident in their attitude toward training:
My coach will send me…my program …and, like, if I don’t do it, that sucks, but
you know, then I’ll drop the weight and I’ll get it done. But like, okay I have to
do this weight and this many-- [reps], and it’s like, then you do it and you’re like
whooaaa. Like, it’s awesome and it’s super cool.
People with a fixed mindset tend not to challenge themselves because they believe they only
have a fixed amount of strength or intelligence, for example.
The growth mindset that helps participants to make athletic progress is also critical to
their continuous evolution in terms of their gender identities. Dylan stated,
[Powerlifting has] helped me…shape my body…in a way that I’m comfortable
with. I used to feel very dysmorphic and dysphoric. I stopped trying to force my
body to do stuff. Whereas when I was younger, I’d try to … tape my stomach
[to] have, like, a narrow waist and things like that, and now it’s like no,
whatever, you don’t need to abuse yourself to fit into this thing that you’re not.
These observations demonstrate Dylan’s self-awareness as well as their growth mindset. Will,
too, embraces continuous progress in his trans identity development as he does in his sport:
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I want to improve, I am going to improve, and just, like, finding resources like,
self help-- I don’t feel embarrassed that I want to read self-help books or work on
things like my self-esteem, confidence, all those things. Like knowing my selfworth and a lot of issues that I had in the past with my ex and just kind of
knowing that, in the future not making those mistakes and looking out for those
things.
Will’s growth mindset-oriented desire for continuous improvement previews two of three shared
strategies participants use to forge their trans identities: self-care/self-advocacy and picking their
battles. He will wait until the time is right to take the next step.
Strategies
This study is the first to suggest a parallel between strategies trans AFAB athletes use to
manage the challenging process of becoming themselves and those they use to improve their
athletic performance. Freese et al. (2017) may have missed an opportunity to find a potential
relationship between sports and wellbeing in their quantitative study of strategies that help trans
and gender non-conforming (TGNC) adults to manage gender-related stress. Freese’s co-authors
included three researchers involved in the “expecting rejection” qualitative study (Rood et al.,
2016). They examined both positive (functional) and negative (dysfunctional) coping strategies
reported by 316 respondents (most AFAB) on the Transgender Stress and Health Study. Not
surprisingly, they found that people who engage more frequently in functional coping strategies
(related to self-help, positive thinking, and seeking support) tend to have more favorable health
outcomes than those who engage more frequently in dysfunctional strategies (related to
substance use, denial, and self-blame). Consistent with my findings, Rood et al. (2016) identified
both enacted (external) and proximal (internal) stressors for trans people—or external and
internal tension based on nonconformity to binary gender norms. Freese and her colleagues
(2017) used a previously developed instrument (the Brief COPE) to measure how participants
manage stressors, but the instrument did not include questions about sports participation or
exercise. They had to throw out the only two remotely related questions due to low factor
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loadings: “I have been turning to work or other activities to take my mind off of things” and
“I’ve been doing something to think less about it, such as going to movies, watching TV,
reading, daydreaming, sleeping, or shopping” (p. 140, emphasis added). Much as my participants
use both intrapersonal (e.g., fortitude, resilience, and self-care) and interpersonal (e.g., picking
their battles and educating others) resources to manage living as trans people in an insistently
cisnormative world, Freese et al. (2017) found that TGNC adults used functional coping
responses at individual (e.g., developing new strategies and taking action) and interpersonal (e.g.,
seeking support and understanding from others) levels.
Self-care, self-advocacy
Although there are differences between self-care and self-advocacy, I combine the terms
to refer generally to participants’ focus on taking care of themselves and asserting their
individual needs as trans people and as athletes. Swimmer Schuyler Bailar’s Instagram post cited
in Chapter Two urges self-care in an inspirational message to his trans peers: “Change is
possible. Happiness is possible. Authenticity is possible. But all of these things take time and
effort and perseverance and self love…” (sb_pinkmantaray, 2017). Chaz Bono (2011), whose
memoir had such an impact on Ben, remembers a childhood moment in which he stood up to his
famous mother and announced, resolutely, “I will never ever wear a dress again” (p. 17). Noting
his “tremendous difficulty” (p. 21) in expressing his needs over the course of his lifetime, Bono
felt he had put others before himself for nearly 40 years taking his first step toward transitioning.
Willy Wilkinson (2015) also spoke of his decision to pursue gender affirming surgeries as a rare
urgency to prioritize his needs over others’. In their handbook for parents and professionals
supporting trans and nonbinary teenagers, psychologists Brill and Kenney (2016) underscore the
importance of teaching teenagers how to self-advocate, presumably because it is both important
and difficult to do—for teens and their adult caregivers.
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Nutrition was a theme related to self-care that all participants mentioned to some degree.
As an adult, Dylan has come to understand their food intake as related to self-care rather than
shame:
I’ve started to get into my nutrition because I want to try to cut a weight class,
and talking with a nutritionist who is compassionate but also has helped me
reframe my thinking of that where, she was like, hey we need to start thinking of
your nutrition and your eating as, in and of itself, an act of self-care.
Alex did not mention struggling with an eating disorder as Dylan did (and Kai, too, in college),
but ze has to cope with various food allergies. At the moment, ze is
being much more careful about what I eat because my body has started reacting
to all sorts of different foods. Um, and I know that I-- it hurts when I eat some
foods, and with others I just feel much more sluggish. So because I’m so aware
of not liking that feeling, and how much that feeling prevents me from doing
what I want to do [in sports, especially], it think it’s been much easier for me to
cut out a whole lot of foods that I shouldn’t be eating.
Specific nutrition guidelines are part of CrossFit’s core values. Ben participates in his gym’s
nutrition challenges to motivate himself to cut out sugar from his diet and to get in the habit of
eating nutritious foods. Clean eating is important to him partly to improve his CrossFit
performance but, more importantly, to help him to live a long, healthy life.
[W]hat you put in your mouth is almost more important-- not to say more
important than exercise, but in some ways if you had to compare it, it probably
is…. [O]ur box does what they call nutrition challenges, where we go a month of
eating clean, and we have a points system, we have winners.
Extending far beyond nutritional considerations, self-advocacy can be seen as the primary
strategy that participants employ in their continuous resistance to binary gender norms. Selfadvocacy requires participants to possess significant cognitive skills in order to identify and
apply best practices to their individual circumstances. Chapter Two describes how trans youths
interviewed by Saltzburg and Davis (2010) nearly a decade ago creatively bent language to fit
their gender-variant identities. However, the literature review and participants in this study’s
SAGAs also suggest that complexity is often met with resistance by people without the ability or
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willingness to disrupt cultural discourse. Continuous experiences and expectations of rejection
(Rood et al., 2016) and invalidation are emotionally and physically draining, which makes selfcare and fortitude essential to wellbeing. Whereas college is a time of exploration for many
young adults, Alex and Will prioritized self-care at that time in their development. Parents are
generally expected to be their children’s greatest advocates, but Alex’s parents have never
understood or respected zir nonbinary gender identity, and Dylan is not out to theirs. Will had to
persuade his parents to support his transition:
I remember for the longest time, getting on hormones, like, my parents were
against that, they didn’t want that, because they didn’t know about it, and they
didn’t know was it safe,… yeah, so just kind of a lot of back and forth, and my
parents saying oh, we don’t want you to get surgery, we don’t want you to start
hormones, but eventually it got to a point where it was like, I need to do this for
my mental health, like I feel terrible going out, I hate how people look at me, I
hate how I feel when I’m out, I don’t feel comfortable.
He will likely have to continue his process of self-advocacy with his parents and his insurance
company, for example, in order to pursue additional surgeries. “I don’t want to spend money if I
don’t need to,” he said, “but at the same time, I do want to feel my best, so I’m open to that, you
know?” Participants self-advocate in countless ways in order to re-articulate authentic identities
that challenge dominant cultural ideology. Alex’s SAGA suggests that zir decision to change zir
name was both an act of self-advocacy and an example of another strategy participants
continuously employ: picking their battles.
In my opinion, telling zir parents first about the name change was a deeply respectful
gesture that others might not have made given the lack of reciprocal respect from Alex’s parents.
This exemplifies the profound compassion I perceived in all of the participants, both for
themselves and for other people. To come out or not to come out poses a continuous dilemma for
participants because they often need to do it for self-validation, but they also are considerate of
the feelings of the people they are telling. Whether they initiate the disclosure of their trans
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identity or reveal it as a reaction to someone’s misgendering of them, disclosure is validating but
draining. For participants, self-advocacy is an act of self-compassion that participants do not
perform wantonly; it is a strategy that is vital to their self-worth and mental health. This essential
self-advocacy relates to another theme in the SAGAs: the need to choose one’s battles carefully.
Picking their battles
I have not seen this finding specifically articulated in other studies, but many accounts of
trans people’s experiences discuss the challenges of deciding when to come out or when to
correct people’s incorrect pronoun use, for example. Like Alex and Kai, some of the participants
interviewed in Beemyn and Rankin’s (2011) mixed methods study recounted difficulty in getting
cis people to use gender neutral pronouns for them and also described uncertainty about which
pronouns were the best fits for their identities. Picking their battles is an important strategy for
participants because of the emotional toll their embodied tension exacts. Sometimes they need to
conserve energy or protect themselves by not coming out or correcting pronouns, for example.
Their identity development is a continually evolving process that demands measured attention
and effort.
Alex had finally made the decision to come out to zir family and many friends by the
time ze started graduate school and was using zir new name, but ze had not yet decided on
pronouns that felt right. I sometimes do not correct people when they say my name wrong, and I
sometimes will let a “Sir” slide, but it still stings every time because it’s not me; if I don’t say
anything, it feels like I am accepting a false identity. For trans people, pronouns are even more
significant because each experience of misgendering represents a painful invalidation of their
authentic identity that they engage vast internal resources to develop and assert. Another way for
cis people to look at this is that using correct pronouns for people affirms their dignity, their
humanness. Striving to be gendered correctly is exhausting, but it is also important to
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participants’ sense of self-worth. Dylan summarizes a shared frustration with constantly having
to decide whether or not to correct people; it is “a big mental, emotional drain….I don’t realize, I
think, how much it takes a toll on me until I go somewhere where people flawlessly gender me
correctly.” Since Ben did not transition until his mid-40s, it has taken his parents and siblings a
while to unlearn old habits, but he is gentle yet persistent in reminding them who he is:
In the beginning I didn’t correct them, but now…I feel like if they don’t have any
kind of correction then it just enables that continued-- they don’t make it a
conscious effort. And I don’t get mad, I just say Mom, Mom, use “he,” and she’s
like, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, and I’m like, I know you’re sorry.
“Passing” as a man is very important to Ben. His gender performance is such that cis strangers
read him as male (except occasionally over the phone). He generally does not “need” to come
out to people to have his gender identity validated. This is often not the case for nonbinary
people and other trans people whose gender presentation may be less conventionally binary; their
desire to be gendered correctly tends to involve more conflict—more decisions to be made.
Participants pick their battles athletically, too. After starting to self-advocate for the
opportunity to play on zir high school’s ninth grade baseball team, Alex decided to give up the
battle when it became too daunting and ze needed to focus zir energy elsewhere. Ben has not
tried to play on a men’s recreational hockey team though he loves the sport; he said, “I have
thought of playing club hockey in a men’s league, you know at the lowest level, but I just
haven’t pursued it. I think I’ve gotten so into CrossFit that I kind of-- I only have so much time
and energy.” Time, energy, and level of physical training are some of the considerations that
inform whether Ben and Dylan decide to enter CrossFit or powerlifting competitions. If injuries
or other reasons have kept them from training, they might pass on an opportunity to compete
after a cost/benefit analysis.
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Educating others
Trans people’s self-advocacy is often directly linked to educating cis people about
transgender issues and identities. Jamison Green (2004) writes, “[To] claim our humanity and
our right to be treated equally under law and within the purviews of morality and culture […], we
must educate—if we have the ability and emotional energy to do so” (p. 184). Energy
conservation is an important form of self-care; sometimes participants need to rest or focus on
other things. Kai is often patient and kind in educating cis white people on issues of race and
gender identity; however, Kai said,
Other times I’m just like, you’re not worth this-- I’m-- actually, I don’t have time
for this, like in both senses…. Yeah, you will have some education somewhere,
but I’m not the one [this time]. In part because I’m a teacher and so I’m just
doing this work every day anyway.
Language, pronouns, names, and experiences are just a few topics in the Trans 101 curriculum
for cis people. All five participants are committed to educating others on trans issues and
identities—partly for their own self-validation but also to claim space in the world for the wider
trans community. Just as the journey toward understanding trans identities has been a learning
curve for the participants, they recognize that it will be a process for cis people as well. Thus,
they tend to be compassionate with cis people whose gender diversity awareness is not as
advanced.
In addition to routine interactions with people, participants also demonstrate a
commitment to educating others in more formal ways. Kai gives talks and teaches gender
studies. Will and Ben both coach while also supporting other trans guys. Alex gave that Day of
Dialogue speech and has facilitated numerous gender awareness trainings. Dylan helped out at
their gym’s LGBTQ lifting seminar and wants to become more assertive in educating cis people
about their nonbinary identity in day-to-day interactions, buoyed by supportive cis friends and
colleagues:
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One of my friends, who is an angel, when we were at an industry conference, she
was really-- um-- when I mentioned something about being misgendered, and I
was like, it’s okay, and she’s like, No. It’s not. Okay. --that these people keep
misgendering you. And I was like, you’re right! And-- I’m trying to brush it off
because I don’t-- I don’t like making people uncomfortable. And she’s like, no, it
matters. You have every right to correct people.
Dylan appears to be struggling to unlearn internalized discourse about AFAB and trans people
that dictates that they are “less than” and should not make waves; they should not take up space
or airtime. Cis people like Dylan’s friend can be a significant source of support and validation
just by making an effort to learn and practice new pronouns, for example. I am well educated on
trans issues, and I understand and respect my friends’ identities, but I still slip up with pronouns.
It is still challenging for me to think about gender in a less binary, less genderist way though my
own gender performance has always bucked the binary. As a cis person, I am trying to embrace a
growth mindset about gender education in order to, as Kai said, “actively try to make life more
livable for a lot of people, including children.”
At the beginning of Alex’s grad school program, ze tried—with limited success—to
encourage zir cis peers and professors to do some homework on gender neutral pronouns, and
Will also implied that he would appreciate some small gender identity research efforts on the part
of cis people:
You know, here in this [LGBTQ-affirming student] space I’ve had to educate a
lot of folks. And even sometimes, unfortunately in the medical field, like my
psychiatrist doesn’t know a lot about trans people. So sometimes I’ve had to tell
her oh, this is what happens to my body, like she said something like oh, when
was your last cycle, and it was like, that-- stopped a while ago, and she’s just
like, ohh! Like a lot of things that people don’t know, and it sucks to always have
to be the one to tell them. But sometimes I think by educating people that’s one
way that can help improve the way things are.
Will is committed to doing his part to bring about social change. Ben also mentioned his
openness to educating cis people on logistical or medical aspects of his transition if they want to
know, but he says cis people tend not to ask about his surgeries. As he points out, Google is a
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good resource for anyone wanting detailed information about any aspect of trans identity or
gender transition.
Corroborating previous research, participants in this study make consistent commitments
to educating others. This education can take many forms, including a quick pronoun correction,
an intensely personal and emotional coming out story, or any detail of a trans person’s identity or
experience. Shultz (2015) writes, “One of the most remarkable trends I found when collecting
interviews was a tendency toward activism. Nearly every individual whose voice is featured in
this project engages in activism on a daily basis” (p. 165). One of Shultz’s 34 participants
explains:
I feel that a lot of trans folk become activists, not because they necessarily want
to, but because there is a certain amount of need. You can’t change the gender
marker on your driver’s license? You can’t find a doctor willing to treat you?
You can’t find a safe restroom? [You can’t find a team to play on?] No one else
is going to take care of these issues, because their lives aren’t affected by them
each and every day. As you deal with prejudice on a daily basis, you start picking
and choosing which battles are the most important to you and then you start
educating the people around you. Even if they never intended for it to happen, I
believe most trans people become accidental activists (p. 165).
In addition to practical considerations related to self-advocacy, research suggests that trans
people tend to be motivated to try to make the world a better place for others (e.g., Beemyn &
Rankin, 2011; Green, 2004; Stein, 2018; Wilkinson, 2015). When I asked Kai how they tend to
respond when others misgender them, they answered with a more nuanced version of the Golden
Rule:
I think I very often am super kind to people. And I’ll um, I’ll be gentle, and I’ll
just sort of help them.… I really believe in us being able to see each other across
these lines of definition, and that means that I’m not going to reject pronouns
from people who are-- just trying, like everyone else. I feel some-- like, pretty
profound motivation to-- to make-- compassion and mutual investment in just
living among other people, regardless of identity-- like, I really do believe that,
and I think that’s where I’m headed as opposed to something more stark. In the
end, I feel like, peace comes about from that level of acceptance-- that like, we
lose identities sometimes.
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My research leads me to believe that such a compassionate, respectful coexistence that
transcends individual identities could only be realized, somewhat paradoxically, with increased
understanding of various individual identities. I think the participants understand this, too, which
may help to explain why they expend such effort to assert their unique identities while paving the
way, through education, for others to claim their own space as well.
Since participants become savvy about discerning which battles to fight and which to
leave, educating others tends to yield positive results overall and, thus, is a strategy that
participants use to build support networks along with their self-esteem. As the literature suggests,
a little support goes a long way toward helping trans people to feel safe and respected (e.g.,
Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; Wells et al., 2012). Making an effort to respect people’s pronouns can
have a substantial impact on their wellbeing. Dylan describes how affirming it felt to be referred
to for the first time with they/them pronouns; it was like shedding a heavy, uncomfortable burden
that they had not even known they were carrying. They said, “It’s like taking off something you
felt was uncomfortable and- but you just thought it was how sh*t was, and then all of a sudden I
put on something that was, like, way more comfortable.” As awkward as it can feel to use
unfamiliar pronouns and unlearn binary habits, it is considerably more painful for trans and
nonbinary people to hear themselves referred to with the wrong pronouns. The participants in this
study are highly attuned to other people’s feelings; they sometimes need encouragement to
remember that they deserve to claim space for themselves and to be respected for who they are.
They do not like inconveniencing others or causing conflict, but affirmation is crucial to their
wellbeing.
This study’s findings are consistent with themes found in the literature of early awareness
of difference, trying to fit in, and social emotional struggles. Queer theory assists in unpacking
how restrictive binary gender regulations constrain individuals to boxes and punish those whose
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gender identities and/or expression do not conform to expectations based on patriarchal gender
ideology. The consequence for participants (and others of us with nonconforming gender
expression) is embodied and enacted tension—the latter referring to external experiences of
conflict and rejection (Rood et al., 2016). Positive strategies that participants use to assert trans
identities appear less frequently in prior research, and this is the first study that I know of to
suggest a connection between skills and strategies useful for sports performance and those that
can assist in understanding and asserting a transgressive gender identity.
Due to their growth mindset and determination, participants’ learning curves have been
steep in their various sports and also in their understanding of their trans identities. Embodying
and negotiating tension, these transgender recreational athletes draw on resources useful for
successful sports performance—such as strength, resilience, cognitive skills, and strategies of
self-advocacy, picking their battles, and educating others—to re-articulate gender-variant
identities that challenge cisnormative binary discourse. They are extremely self-sufficient, but
they cannot do it on their own. They are so used to dealing with people who don’t understand and
who invalidate their identities that I can see why a small amount of support can mean so much.
Participants appreciate (but do not always receive) support from coaches, educators, teammates,
partners, friends, family members, and colleagues for their athletic pursuits, their evolving
gender identities, and other aspects of their beautifully complex identities.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion
Unique transgender identities, as complicated abstract concepts and daily lived realities
for many people, are well suited for qualitative inquiry. The average American no doubt has
many assumptions about what it means to be an athlete, and stereotypical and false assumptions
abound about gender identity as well. In this study it was fascinating to explore internal and
external forces at play within each participant’s continuously developing intersectional identity. I
entered this project with an open and reflexive mind, eager to be challenged and changed as I
took brush to canvas to paint a collective portrait of trans athletes. Uncovering a parallel between
the processes of athletic improvement and transgender identity development was a surprising and
exciting result. This chapter will summarize this research study, draw conclusions, suggest
educational implications, and call on readers to consider ways to make educational and athletic
spaces more inclusive of trans and nonbinary people. Such Gen Z-like inclusivity might make a
positive impact on the wellbeing of gender nonconforming cis people—and, ultimately, anyone
with nondominant social identities—as we all continuously revise our answer to the question,
Who am I? We are all more than the sum of our labels.
Revisiting the primary research question
Participants’ SAGAs provided a wonderfully nuanced answer to my first research
question: How do trans and nonbinary people understand and narrate their identities and
experiences? These five participants tell their stories compellingly, earnestly, and with profound
self-awareness. They cultivated their athletic identities first, sometimes having to fight for their
place on the field. As they learned about trans identities, they applied qualities and strategies that
served them well in athletics to the stressful game of binary gender subversion, continuously
negotiating intersecting planes of internal and external tension because their gender was
automatically assigned to them at birth based on their visible sex organs. They support de
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Beauvoir’s claim that we are not born women or men or any other gender; the labels were
wrong—as is so often the case with labels. Queer theorist Nikki Sullivan (2003) joins critical
race theorists and others in noting that race, too, is a social construction rather than a biological
fact. She writes, “Race, like gender and sexuality, often tends to be regarded as something
natural and innate” (p. 57). Participants in this study, whether they realize it or not, employ queer
theoretical strategies of interrogating and complicating labels, rejecting the bioessentialist notion
that gender and other social categories are fixed and unchallengeable. Importantly, they could
not have come to understand their trans identities without education. Alex was relieved to learn
the word cisgender in a high school feminist theory class because, although it did not fully
explain zir internal conflict with gender, ze could understand that gender involved how other
people perceived zir—and ze knew that such assumptions can be inaccurate. No other
participants mentioned having had any exposure in their Pre-K–12 education to resources that
might have helped them to begin to understand their trans identity at an earlier age.
Supporting trans and gender nonconforming students
Besides not being exposed to gender-variant possibilities, they had to develop their
identities in direct opposition to what they were being taught in and out of school about gender
and human development. It takes courage and fortitude to be essentially alone in subverting
binary gender socialization processes—is it better to have comrades in the struggle, especially
trusted teachers and coaches. The logical conclusion to draw here is that exposure to content that
brings awareness to gender diversity could be extremely helpful to transgender and other gender
nonconforming students, who are at the greatest risk of any social group for negative school
experiences of numerous kinds. Furthermore, even a small amount of trans-positive education
built into the curriculum at every grade level would expose cisgender people to gender-complex
content of the sort Kat Rands (2009) calls for. Rands (2013) offers guidance on how to introduce
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trans-affirming content into middle school mathematics classes because, “[f]or gender-complex
education to become pervasive, it must be infused within every content area, including
mathematics” (p. 107). For starters, though, reflection by educators on how they might
deemphasize binary gender discourse in classrooms or on campuses could lead to small shifts in
language that could help many children (including children like Ben’s with a transgender parent
or other relative) to see themselves and their families validated in school.
Queer theoretical complication of binaries can be introduced as early as Pre-K or
kindergarten in age-appropriate ways, e.g., through reading books like Neither by Airlie
Anderson, a picture book targeted to Pre-K–1 children set in a land of blue
bunnies and yellow birds. One day, a green not-quite bird and not-quite
bunny hatches and must search for a welcoming place for all creatures.
Figure 15. Neither

This book and others can be found on the website for the Human Rights

Campaign’s Welcoming Schools Project (welcomingschools.org). Two dozen picture and middle
grade books are suggested that expose children to positive messages about gender diversity.
Especially during adolescence (extending into late teens and early 20s), participants in
this study tended to struggle with feelings of otherness, not fitting in, and conflict with binary
cisnormative discourse. Trans people often internalize shame, thinking their difference means
something is wrong with them, though queer feminist theory locates the “problem” in restrictive
binary boxes (Butler, 2004). Even when Alex learned feminist theory in high school, ze did not
learn that zir own identity was valid. Despite growing awareness of trans and nonbinary
identities, rates of suicide and attempted suicide for trans youths are still significantly higher than
for any other social group. Participants’ SAGAs suggest the positive holistic impact good
coaches can have on athletes, and yet Kosciw et al. (2016) found most LGBTQ students did not
feel comfortable talking to a coach or physical education teacher or even being in a locker room.
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When participants were young, their coaches did not know they were transgender though they
might have sensed that they might be queer in terms of sexual orientation. Gender expression and
gender identity are different; it is not possible to discern someone’s gender identity solely on the
basis of their expression. Binary assumptions about gender may be false. As researchers have
found (e.g., Singh et al., 2014; Ullman, 2014), well-meaning adults tend to project their own
experiences and assumptions about gender, whether queer or cisnormative, on to children in one
way or another. Brill and Kenney (2016) urge adults to support youths’ exploration, resisting the
temptation—or adultist tendency (Ullman, 2014)—to try to resolve everything for them. Such
early support would allow youths to begin exploring and articulating gender-variance earlier,
rather than struggling to “fit in” to ill-fitting boxes.
Educators and others seeking to support trans students might focus on providing helpful
resources such as those that participants discuss in their SAGAs: early access to sport, good
coaching, emotional support systems, and gender affirming health care. Schools cannot provide
parental support or hormone therapy, but they can strive to ensure that their counselors
appreciate the complexity of LGBTQ issues and identities, and they can hold parent and teacher
education workshops on the topic of gender diversity, for example. Sports offerings that
welcome people of all genders would be particularly beneficial, especially if they include
LGBTQ-affirming education as part of their practice. Thus, young people questioning their
identities could feel more supported and less isolated about their counter-normative feelings
while also benefiting socially, emotionally, mentally, and physically from positive sports
participation. Good coaching, for trans athletes, involves supporting their learning curve in sportspecific skills and strategies and also validating them as people. Sports psychologists are not the
only adults who can have a positive impact on a team’s attitude toward gender diversity (LucasCarr & Krane, 2011). Coaches with an expansive understanding of gender diversity can help
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cisgender girls and boys as well as trans and nonbinary youths to challenge restrictive gender
norms and to develop holistically as humans and as athletes.
Undoing gender from athletics
Participants in this study did not have the opportunity as children to participate in sports
in a manner consistent with their gender identities. This relates to my second research question:
How do trans people’s gender identities dovetail, clash, or coexist with their athletic identities?
Participants’ SAGAs suggest that the two clash when they cannot play their preferred sports due
to gender restrictions. However, the two might have dovetailed for Ben if he had transitioned
during childhood, as an increasing number of children are doing today, because he likely would
have played on boys’ baseball and ice hockey teams. Gender identity also clashes with athletic
participation when participants encounter trouble in the binary charged atmosphere of locker
rooms, for example. Gender and athletic identity merely coexist when participants are able to
enjoy their sports without thinking about gender, such as when Kai is negotiating a challenging
bouldering route or when Alex is locked in on the mound during a dominant pitching
performance. From a queer theory perspective, it is ideal when athletic skills are not marked by
gender; indeed, this decoupling of athleticism and gender is what allows them to dovetail for
nonbinary participants.5 When athletic pursuits help them to feel better about their bodies,
provide an escape from stressful social situations, or just eat better and sleep more, sports are
harmonious with trans identity. If trans people love sport, and if it contributes to their happiness,
mental and physical wellbeing, and social emotional growth, then it follows that the more
opportunities trans and nonbinary people have to participate in athletics, the better. However,
5

This notion of disentangling gender from athletics has implications relevant to cisgender female athletes
as well. Women in sports tend to be viewed first as women, second as athletes—and second-class athletes
to boot. Many of us would love to have our athletic skills and performance recognized in ways that are
not couched in sexist binary discourse of the sort that Messner (1994) unveils. This does not necessarily
mean that our athleticism defines us, but when we are competing in sport, that is the dimension of our
multifaceted identities that is in primary evidence.
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they must be positive sports experiences in which athletes’ gender identity does not threaten their
safety or mark them as other.
Imagining trans inclusion in sport
This study’s findings suggest that athletic participation can help trans people to become
who they are. But they won’t have the opportunity unless schools figure out ways to offer
inclusive athletic programs that welcome rather than exclude trans and nonbinary athletes. Of
more than 8,000 college athletes surveyed in the 2009 Student-Athlete Climate Study, only seven
disclosed that they identify as transgender (Rankin & Merson, 2012). Even a conservative trans
population estimate of 0.7% would put that number at 56 transgender athletes—of which only
seven reported a trans identity. Rationale for scholastic and NCAA policies that exclude trans
people cannot be based on empirical data because openly trans people have only rarely competed
on high school and college teams. In order to gather data regarding their performance and
experiences, openly trans student-athletes will need to compete on teams at secondary and
tertiary educational institutions. If trans people are given the same opportunities to participate as
cis people, some trans and nonbinary athletes will win some races and help their teams win some
games—and maybe some championships. And many cis athletes will continue to win races and
help their teams to win games—and championships. And trans and cis athletes will learn useful
skills and dispositions for responsible, respectful global citizenship (Carroll, 2010/2017) as they
develop their own unique identities.
As Chapter Two reveals, exclusive athletic policies—and even some inclusive ones—are
based on the assumption that it is not fair for trans women to compete with and against cis
women. The Connecticut Safe School Coalition (CSSC) points out that there is no quantitative
evidence to suggest that trans and nonbinary athletes have any particular advantage over
cisgender athletes. Qualitative findings to date do not indicate that trans people participate in
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sports and/or pursue hormone therapy in order to gain an advantage over cisgender people. Trans
people do not take hormones to better or worsen their athletic performance; doctors prescribe
them because they are medically necessary to patients’ health and wellbeing, just as
corticosteroids may be used to treat people with asthma. If it turns out that trans and/or
nonbinary athletes excel in certain sports, then it may be advisable for coaches of those sports to
recruit them to contribute to their teams’ success. The fear that trans women will dominate
women’s sports stems from internalized binary cultural discourse that conjures up an extreme
juxtaposition of huge, dominant, dangerous male athletes competing against the smallest,
meekest, least athletic women and girls (Messner, 1994). If trans women are welcome in
women’s sports, it will be true that some trans women athletes will have bigger bodies than some
cis women athletes, just as some cis women have bigger bodies than other cis women. There is
more to athletics than body size and composition; trans people of all shapes and sizes should be
able to compete in high school and college athletics just as cis people of all shapes and sizes
do—unless one denies the validity of trans identities such as those portrayed in the SAGAs in
Chapters Four and Five.
The Connecticut Interscholastic Athletic Conference and other associations with
inclusive athletic policies recognize that trans girls are girls. The cis runners who did not win
races in the girls’ state championship demonstrate not only bioessentialist thinking but also a
fixed mindset in saying, Well, it’s not fair; we can’t win against boys. Dweck’s (2006) research
suggests that challenging themselves to compete against faster runners (whether cis or trans) will
enable them to become better runners than if they only enter races they know they can win.
Believing they can improve is better than believing they can win. Carroll (2010/2017) joins the
CSSC (n.d.) in noting that the educational goals of extracurricular sports include developing
students holistically and preparing them for global citizenship. Trans people add a valuable
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element of diversity to predominantly cisgender leagues. Could trans inclusion in athletics help
to unlock creativity and critical thinking potential in all students by teaching them to embrace
complexity? One implication of the queer theory-enabled growth mindset in this study’s
participants is that queer theory can be useful in promoting out-of-the-box thinking that frees us
from ingrained habits that may not serve us well in a multicultural society.
Queering curriculum
Queer theory does not have to be an endorsement of queer sexualities or gender
identities. Rather, people can use the most basic principle of queer theory—i.e., interrupting
binaries—to highlight the complexity of any situation, behavior, phenomenon, identity, or
relationship. Reductionism is tempting but perilously misleading. It is easier to think a checked
box tells us everything we need to know about a person. Facebook users can now choose from 10
different options to indicate their relationship status, including Single, In a Relationship,
Engaged, or It’s Complicated. Somewhat ironically, the latter does not invite questions about
complexity but rather deflects them. Perhaps people default to “It’s complicated” when they
themselves do not understand the complexity of their situation. If someone asks me a question
and I answer, “It’s complicated,” it means I do not want to talk about it. Either it’s too messy or
awkward or difficult to understand and describe, or I assume that you really don’t want to hear a
nuanced explanation. The critical thinking skills that every Pre-K–16 curriculum aims to develop
in children and young adults are basically queer thinking skills, and they are imperative for
understanding nuance. Focusing on the infinite gray area between black and white can seem
tedious or overwhelming, but educational institutions that help students to develop growth
mindsets can help to create a new generation of people, like the participants in this study, who
welcome challenge.
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Embracing tension, queering sport
Kretchmar (1975) theorizes that athletes welcome the sweet tension of embarking on
something new—of moving in an aura of uncertainty. The extracurricular domain of athletics,
then, is a potentially rich training ground for expanded understandings of gender despite its oldfashioned binary-inhibited foundation. The Wilkes coefficient in powerlifting, squash ratings,
and climbing difficulty ratings offer, like golf handicaps, ways to organize athletic competition
along ability lines rather than gender lines. Even baseball and softball could form leagues on the
basis of a combination of, for example, arm strength, reaction time, and exit velocity off the bat
so as to keep competition equitable and safe (although there are always risks inherent in playing
sports). Alex notes that trans inclusion “gets even more complicated with baseball because there
is this very necessary push around girls and women’s involvement in baseball, and I really
support that but also just want the conversation to be more inclusive and I don’t know how to get
there.” This study’s findings suggest that both baseball and softball should find ways to welcome
players of all genders.
Some focused out-of-the-box thinking could yield new sports that reward a variety of
skills rather than a particular body type. Quidditch is one example of a new, inclusive, mixedgender contact sport modeled after the game in the Harry Potter series that is gaining in
popularity as a club sport on college campuses, and there are even some semi-pro leagues.
“Muggle Quidditch” combines elements of dodgeball, Ultimate Frisbee, rugby, and Capture the
Flag, among other unique features. Founded in 2005 at Middlebury College, it is now played by
more than 450 teams internationally (usquidditch.org). Game play is 6-on-6, with a rule that no
team may field more than four players at one time who identify as the same gender. In addition
to the six players on the field, each team also has an off-field seeker who can be any gender.
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As people of all genders get used to playing together, the power of dominant discourse
will diminish as it is challenged more regularly. A growth mindset will be critical to integrating
sports in terms of gender because humans have internalized powerfully insidious messages:
•

Men are and will always be better than women at sports.

•

Men’s sports are “sports” and are interesting; women’s sports are “women’s
sports” and, thus, are boring.

•

Trans women should not be allowed to play women’s sports; it’s not fair.

•

Nonbinary is not a “real” gender.

The last two assumptions tend to lead to the unfounded conclusion that people would take
advantage of inclusive policies to cheat if allowed to “choose” which gendered team they “feel”
most comfortable on. Again, participants in this study did not choose to be transgender. Since
they do have choices about how to express their gender (or lack thereof), I think cis people have
a hard time understanding that trans identity is not a choice but rather a complicated reality.
One’s embodied tension requires another to embrace tension in order to understand and accept it;
it requires a growth mindset. A growth mindset seeks challenge; so, the tougher the task, the
greater the reward, and the greater the improvement. When athletes have a growth mindset, wins
and losses matter less than improvement—and greater improvement increases chances of
winning.
Queer theory forces us to think beyond the binary,
to embrace challenge. Disrupting binaries creates a
(iStock: payaercan)

framework for understanding Dylan’s metaphor for their
gender identity: if a question mark made a noise. Queer
theory frees the question mark from binary boxes, allowing
it to spring forward powerfully, more like an exclamation
point. When trans people leap out of M/F boxes, they

Figure 16. ¿Embraced Tension!

180
encounter resistance, and some part of them is still tethered to the history of cultural discourse
that dictates societal norms. But the sense of freedom and authenticity is worth the struggle. As
Willy Wilkinson (2015) says, “I [am] the exclamation point and the question mark” (p. 227).
Ben and Will feel most comfortable embracing and embodying traits and expression that tend to
fall culturally “masculine” of center in the gender universe. However, they still embody a certain
complexity captured by the question mark, and they were able to break free of one box and
attach themselves to a more appropriate category. Kai, Alex, and Dylan fully embrace the thick
question mark in Figure 16. Their gender identities are located within a more three-dimensional
model of gender, such as the Gender Cube conceived by Leo Caldwell (2017). In the Gender
Cube, the point (0,0,0) represents complete gender neutrality, and each of the three axes
represents masculine values on one side of center and feminine values on the other. The x-axis
value of the “Gender Cube” represents how one sees oneself, the y-axis is how one lives one’s
gender socially, and the z-axis is how one’s gender is viewed culturally. Caldwell (2017)
explains that culture can be defined in any number of ways; the person plotting their gender
identity interprets it in whatever way makes sense to them.
One important question for educators to consider is how to get cis people to understand
trans identities the way trans people themselves do. If being transgender is accepted as a valid
social identity, as it is in the medical community, then it follows that efforts should be made to
include trans people in sports and other school-based activities. Participants’ SAGAs
demonstrate that being transgender is not a choice; the only choices involve whether and how to
live in a manner that is both true to oneself and safely possible in a society shaped by binary
cultural discourse. Since pre-K–16 schooling is a built-in forum for learning about diverse
people, places, ideas, stories, phenomena, and experiences, gender-complex education is another
lesson that could be subtly integrated into all aspects of schooling. Chances are that most schools
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have trans or nonbinary students, whether or not they openly assert trans identities. When cis
people say what their pronouns are and ask others which pronouns to use for them, it validates
trans and nonbinary identities. As participants in this study demonstrate, trans people are not
always ready to articulate pronouns for themselves different from those they were assigned at
birth. Listening carefully to young people and directing them toward gender-complex
educational resources can be helpful to all students (Brill & Kenney, 2016).
Queering scholarship: Suggestions for further research
This study points to a need for further empirical research on transgender athletes’
experiences and performance. My first recommendation is that a companion study be conducted
with trans and nonbinary athletes assigned male at birth. In addition, until significant data about
trans athletes’ performance can be gathered, researchers might consider designing quantitative
studies in the field of physical education and athletics that do not use gender as an independent
variable. Data could be collected on rates of improvement and analyzed in a way that does not
make gendered assumptions. Such gender-blind studies could investigate what factors lead to the
most improvement in athletic performance for people of various ages and body types, for
example. What factors not related to gender identity or physiology have the most significant
impact on performance? Using creative approaches to generative inquiry is my third suggestion
for further research that could lead to new understandings of how to disentangle gender from
traditionally gender-segregated educational practices such as sports. Finally, any research on
curricular and extracurricular practices that is conducted within a framework of, for example,
queer, feminist, or critical race theory could help to illuminate new possibilities for educational
inclusion and equity.
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APPENDIX A: Glossary of Terms
asexual (ace): the lack of a sexual attraction or desire for other people
biphobia: prejudice, fear, or hatred directed toward bisexual people
bisexual (bi+): describes a person emotionally, romantically, or sexually attracted to more than
one sex, gender, or gender identity though not necessarily simultaneously, in the same
way, or to the same degree
bottom surgery: describes one or more types of genital surgeries intended to facilitate the
alignment of an intersex and/or trans person’s body with their gender identity
cisgender (or cis): adjective to describe people whose gender identity corresponds with their sex
assignment at birth
cisnormativity: the assumption that all people are cisgender. Linked to gender essentialism, it
includes statements such as, “Men cannot get pregnant,” or “All women need annual pap
smears,” which contribute to the erasure of trans and nonbinary people and their
experiences.
closeted: describes an LGBTQ person who has not disclosed—or who tends to hide—their
sexual orientation or gender identity
coming out: the process in which a person first acknowledges and accepts their sexual orientation
or gender identity and begins to share that with others. Often refers to a specific instance
of disclosure.
demisexual: describes a person who does not experience sexual attraction unless they form a
strong emotional connection with someone
gender: the cultural meanings, norms, and expectations attached to sex differences, which
include components such as gender role, gender presentation (or expression), and gender
identity, as well as other forms of social organization. Due to efforts of transgender
activists, the term now incorporates biologically based differences as well as cultural
codes and expectations and encompasses a critique of the gender binary.
gender dysphoria: clinically significant distress caused when a person's assigned birth gender is
not the same as the one with which they identify. Currently tends to be the diagnostic
label required for gender-variant people to have gender affirming surgery.
gender-expansive: conveys a wider, more flexible range of gender identity and/or expression
than typically associated with the binary gender system. Synonyms include genderdiverse and gender-variant
gender-fluid: according to the Oxford English Dictionary, an adjective to describe a person who
does not identify with a single fixed gender; of or relating to a person having or
expressing a fluid or unfixed gender identity
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gender identity: One’s innermost concept of self as male, female, a blend of both, or neither; how
individuals perceive themselves and what they call themselves. Gender identity can
correlate with assigned birth sex or diverge from it to a varying degree.
gender nonconforming: a broad term referring to people who do not behave in a way that
conforms to the traditional expectations of their gender, or whose gender expression does
not fit neatly into a category
gender presentation (or expression): external appearance of one's gender identity that might be
expressed through behavior, clothing, accessories, hair style, bodily gestures, posture,
and/or voice. This presentation may or may not conform to socially defined behaviors
and characteristics typically associated with being either masculine or feminine.
gender variance: nonconformity to gendered expectations. Gender-variant (or gender-diverse)
people feel that the binary gender model, or their assigned birth gender, does not
adequately describe them. Gender-variant people existed before the categories
transsexual or transgender entered the English lexicon. Some (but not all) gender-variant
people identify as transgender.
genderism: the cultural belief that gender is a binary system and that there are only two genders,
which are inherently linked to either male or female sex. In this cultural world view, sex
is assumed to be fixed and biologically based.
genderqueer: adjective to describe identities that signal a critical stance toward the gender binary,
as well as a gender presentation that lies outside the categories of male and female.
Generally seen as a synonym for nonbinary.
homophobia: the fear and/or hatred of—or discomfort with—people who are attracted to
members of the same sex/gender.
Hormone Replacement Therapy (HRT): hormonal medical treatment prescribed for some
transgender people that is designed to suppress and/or stimulate physiological
characteristics to help the person to approach or achieve congruence between physiology
and gender identity
intersex: adjective to describe people born with (or who develop in puberty) any of a wide range
of natural bodily variations. These can relate to genitals, reproductive organs, and/or
chromosomal patterns, for example, that may not fit standard definitions of male and
female. Some chromosomal variations of this type may not be physically apparent at all.
misgendering: mislabeling someone’s gender by using the wrong pronoun, greeting, name
nonbinary: term used to describe people who does not identify exclusively as a man or a woman.
Nonbinary people might identify as being both a man and a woman, somewhere in
between, or as falling completely outside these categories. Also known as “enby”
(pronounced like the abbreviation for nonbinary: “NB”), which is often used as either a
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noun or an adjective by nonbinary people to describe themselves or others. Many, but not
all, nonbinary people also identify as transgender.
outing: exposing someone’s LGBTQ identity—without their permission—to others. Outing
someone can have serious repercussions on employment, economic stability, personal
safety or religious or family situations.
pansexual: describes someone who has the potential for emotional, romantic, or sexual
attraction to people of any gender though not necessarily simultaneously, in the same way
or to the same degree.
queer: a term people often use to express fluid identities and orientations. Often used
interchangeably with LGBTQ; can relate to gender identity, sexual orientation, or both.
questioning: a term used to describe people who are in the process of exploring their sexual
orientation or gender identity
same-gender loving: a term some prefer to use instead of lesbian, gay, or bisexual to express
attraction to and love of people of the same gender.
sex: categories that describe biological differences between males and females. Includes sexed
body and sex assignment. Increasingly criticized as problematically essentialist by people
who interpret sex differences as both cultural and biological. Sex categories, like gender,
tend to be defined in binary ways, though intersex and some transgender people
complicate this dualistic categorization.
sex assignment (aka birth sex): designation of a newborn baby as male or female (or, in rare
instances, intersex), most often based on the child’s external anatomy
sex/gender: purposeful conflation of biological characteristics associated with being female or
male (sex) and socially constructed binary gender norms (gender) to indicate the cultural
influence on and immutability of both aspects of human identity
sexuality: the cultural way we live our bodies and pleasures. Includes sexual identity (or
orientation), which is how one classifies oneself in relation to sexual categories such as
heterosexual, queer, straight, lesbian, gay, bisexual, asexual (ace), pansexual, or
demisexual, among many others. (Note that “homosexual” is an outdated, clinical term.)
top surgery: one of several forms of chest masculinization surgery, which removes tissue from
the breast and reshaping it to accord with general social understandings of what
masculine chests look like
transgender (or trans): an umbrella term for people whose gender identity and/or expression is
different from cultural expectations based on the sex they were assigned at birth. Being
transgender does not imply any specific sexual orientation; transgender people may
identify as straight, gay, lesbian, bisexual, pansexual, asexual, etc. (Note that
“transgendered” appears in earlier literature but it is not a currently accepted word.)
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transitioning: the process by which some people strive to more closely align their internal
knowledge of gender with its outward appearance. Some people socially transition,
whereby they might start to dress, use names and pronouns, and/or be socially recognized
as another gender. Some undergo physical transitions in which they modify their bodies.
transman or trans man: a transgender man—i.e., a person assigned female (or, rarely, intersex) at
birth who identifies as a man. Trans men are men.
transphobia: the fear and/or hatred of—and/or discomfort with—transgender people
transwoman or trans woman: a transgender woman—i.e., a person assigned male at birth who
identifies as a woman. Trans women are women.
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APPENDIX B: Sports Interview Protocol
PI: “I am recording this conversation for research purposes—is that okay? You may request that the
recording stop at any time. [Start recording.] Just to be sure you understand the consent process, can
you tell me in your own words what you have agreed to in terms of this study? […] Great, thank
you. Let’s get started.”
Interview 1 (~60 minutes): athletic interests and experiences
1.

Tell me about your experiences with [primary sport]. Why do you like it? Is there anything
you don’t like about it?

2.

How about your other athletic interests? How have these changed since elem./HS?

3.

Which of your athletic experiences have been the most satisfying and why?

4.

Can you describe some negative athletic experiences you have had?

5.

In what athletic spaces do you feel most comfortable and why?

6.

Which ones make you least comfortable? Can you explain why?

7.

How have other people (family, friends, partners, coaches, teammates, school personnel,
strangers) supported or impeded your athletic participation? (elem/HS/now?)

8.

How has your participation in athletics influenced how you view and treat your body? (Can
you give some examples?)

9.
10.

What makes you a good athlete? Do you identify as an athlete?
The last question for today is a hypothetical one: if you were on the cover of Sports
Illustrated, what do you imagine that photo would look like? (What would you be
doing/wearing/holding? Where would you be photographed? In what pose?)
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APPENDIX C: Gender Interview Protocol
PI: “Again, I am recording this conversation for research purposes if that’s okay? I want to remind
you that you may request to stop the recording at any time.” [Start recording.]
Interview 2 (~60 minutes): gender identity, expression, and experiences
11. I wanted to start by revisiting the Sports Illustrated cover question—is there anything you
want to add?
12. What is your gender in that imagined photo?
13. How has your gender identity evolved over time?
14. How do you express your gender in different contexts?
15. How does your internal sense of your gender affect how you view/treat your body? How
has the way you think about your body evolved over time?
16. How does it feel when others misgender you? How do you react?
17. Besides misgendering, what other challenges have you faced with respect to your gender
identity/expression? How did you react to them?
18. How have other people (family, friends, partners, coaches, teammates, school personnel,
strangers) supported or impeded the development of your gender identity?
19. Do you have anything else to add about the experience of being a transgender/nonbinary
athlete?
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APPENDIX D: Guide to Gender Neutral Pronouns

A Beginning Guide to Pronouns
Nominative
(subject)

Oblique
(object)

Possessive
Determiner

Possessive
Pronoun

Reflexive

Ey ("A")

Em ("M")

Eir ("ear")

Eirs ("ears")

Eirself ("earself")

Ey is awesome

I called em

Eir hat

That is eirs

Ey likes eirself

He

Him

His

His

Himself

He is awesome

I called him

His hat

That is his

He likes himself

Hu ("hue")

Hum ("hum") Hus ("hues")

Hus ("hues")

Humself ("humself")

Hu is awesome

I called hum Hus hat

That is hus

Hu likes humself

(ex.) S

(ex.) S

(ex.) S's

(ex.) S's

--

S is awesome

I called S

S's hat

That is S's

--

Jee ("gee")

Jem ("gem") Jeir ("jair")

Jeirs ("jairs")

Jemself ("gemself")

Jee is awesome

I called jem

Jeir hat

That is jeirs

Jee likes jemself

One

One

One's

--

Oneself

One is awesome

I called one

One's hat

--

One likes oneself

Per

Per

Per

Pers

Perself

Per is awesome

I called per

Per hat

This is pers

Per likes perself

She

Her

Her

Hers

Herself

She is awesome

I called her

Her hat

That is hers

She likes herself

E ("E")

Em ("M")

Eir ("ear")

Eirs ("ears")

Emself ("M-self")

E is awesome

I called em

Eir hat

That is eirs

E likes emself

They (singular)

They

Them

Their

Theirs

Themself/Themselves

-plural verb form

They are awesome I called them Their hat

That is theirs

They like themself/themselves

I called them Their hat

That is theirs

They likes themself

Thon

Thons

Thonself

Elverson
(Ey, em, eir)
He
Humanist
Initial
ex. S
Jee, jeir, jem
One
Per
(from "person")
She
Spivak
(E, em, eir)

-singular verb form They is awesome
Thon
Thon

Thons

Thon is awesome

I called thon Thons hat

That is thons

Thon likes thonself

Ve ("vee")

Ver ("ver")

Vis ("viz")

Vis ("viz")

Verself ("verself")

Ve is awesome

I called ver

Vis hat

That is vis

Ve likes verself

Xe ("Z")

Xem ("zem") Xyr ("zere")

Xyrs ("zeres")

Xemself ("zemself")

Xe is awesome

I called xem Xyr hat

That is xyrs

Xe likes xemself

Yo

Yo

--

--

--

Yo awesome

I called yo

--

--

--

Ze ("Z")

Hir ("here")

Hir ("here")

Hirs ("heres")

Hirself ("hereself")

Ze is awesome
Ze/zie/sie and zir Ze/zie/sie ("Z")
Ze/zie/sie is
awesome
Ze, zim, zir
Ze ("Z")

I called hir
Zir ("zere")

Hir hat
Zir ("zere")

That is hirs
Zirs ("zeres")

Ze likes hirself
Zirself ("zereself")

I called zir

Zir hat

That is zirs

Ze likes zirself

Zim ("zim")

Zir ("zere")

Zirs ("zeres")

Zirself ("zereself")

Ze is awesome

I called zim

Zir hat

That is zirs

Ze likes zirself

Ve
Xe
Yo
Ze, hir

What else have you heard? What else do you use?

Compiled by Shay Phillips, 2015, UIC Gender and Sexuality Center
Updated: 5/29/2015
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APPENDIX E: Why Pronouns Matter

Pronouns Matter
What is a pronoun?
Pronouns can take the place of a noun to refer to a person or thing. In English, third person singular pronouns
usually imply gender, the most common sets of pronouns being she/her/hers and he/him/his. There are
multiple reasons why singular gender-neutral pronouns would be helpful, e.g., when a person’s gender is
unknown, irrelevant, or is not accurately described with the pronouns “he” or “she.”
The best policy is to politely ask people what pronouns they use. It is important to ask everyone their pronouns,
not just people you think might use different pronouns than you expect. This is important so as not to single out
anyone and so that you are not making assumptions about the pronouns anyone uses. Also remember that a
person’s pronouns may change, so it can’t hurt to check in again later. Here is one way you could ask:
“I use (your pronouns). What pronouns do you use?”
They as a singular pronoun?
While there is a lack of consensus around singular gender-neutral pronouns in English, there is a long history
of people using them. “They” has been used as a singular gender-neutral pronoun since at least the 14th
century. For example, “The student went to their class.” This usage can be found in the writings of many
canonized authors, including Shakespeare, Chaucer, Jane Austen, and George Bernard Shaw. “They” as a
singular pronoun continues to be common in spoken English and is gaining acceptance as a singular pronoun
in written English, including within many dictionary definitions.
People have been developing other gender-neutral pronouns for hundreds of years for generic or indefinite
cases (when the pronoun refers to a nonspecific person) or for people with non-binary gender identities who do
not want to be referred to with the traditionally feminine “she” or masculine “he.” For examples beyond those in
A Beginning Pronoun Guide to Pronouns and for information about how each set was developed, please visit
nonbinary.org/wiki/Pronouns.
While it can be challenging to start using unfamiliar pronouns, it is a sign that you are respecting the person
you are talking about and their gender (or lack thereof). When you do not use people’s pronouns, you are
sending many disrespectful messages, some of which are listed below. The ability to name oneself and one’s
experience is critical and empowering. Finding or creating a pronoun that accurately conveys your identity can
be an important part of that.

10 Things You’re Actually Saying When
You Ignore Someone’s Pronouns:

Adapted from: letsqueerthingsup.com/2014/09/15/whatyoure-actually-saying-when-you-ignore-someones-preferredgender-pronouns/

Ne
ed
M
so
org inus
me
1
pra aniz 8,
pra
c t ic a t i a y
cti
ce?
e, a on, outh
and nd pro
l
e
d
v
m
w
m in
ore ides LGB
hy
res us18 they’ abo som T
our .org re i ut p e fu
ce- .au mp
r
n
pac /ind orta onou
ks/
ex. nt: ns
p ro p h
nou p/
ns

